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Abstract 

Inside William Blake’s copy of The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds (1798) are extensive 

annotations; some agreeing, others objecting, some poetic, others simply dismissive. Despite the 

fading manuscript notes, the impact of the marginalia has been widely used in studies of both 

Blake and Reynolds, often as evidence of Blake’s aesthetics and philosophy and sometimes to 

historicize or criticize the Royal Academy. The marginalia have been misunderstood and 

misapplied in previous scholarship because the manner in which the annotations work alongside 

Reynolds’ text has not been seriously taken into account. The manuscript notes have been 

abstracted from their original source and the later development of the marginalia has been 

neglected. This thesis examines Blake’s marginalia on their material and conceptual levels 

alongside the centre text (The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Volume I) to better understand 

Blake’s writing in the margins. It suggests that Blake used the margins of books as a kind of 

laboratory in which he voiced his ideas in relation to Reynolds. The thesis begins by looking at 

the nature of marginalia at the time and Blake’s marginalia in this book in particular. The second 

part considers the difficult artistic relationship between Reynolds, the cultural authority of 

British art and Blake, part of a newer generation of artists, although a very distinctive one. The 

third part examines the threads of ideas in the margins of Works that were later developed in 

Blake’s own writing: the Notebook, his ideas on Art in the Descriptive Catalogue and 1809 

Exhibition, the illuminated books, and one of his final works, the Laocoön.  
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Introduction 

For Books are not absolutely dead things, but doe contain a potencie [sic] of 

life in them to be as active as that soule [sic] was whose progeny they are; nay 

they do preserve as in a viol [sic] the purest efficacie [sic] and extraction of 

that living intellect that bred them. I know they are as lively, and as vigorously 

productive, as those fabulous Dragons teeth; and being sown [sic] up and 

down, may chance to spring up armed men. And yet on the other hand unlesse 

[sic] warinesse [sic]  be us'd [sic], as good almost kill a Man as kill a good 

Book; who kills a Man kills a reasonable creature, Gods Image; but hee [sic] 

who destroyes [sic]  a good Booke [sic], kills reason it selfe [sic], kills the 

Image of God, as it were in the eye. Many a man lives a burden to the Earth; 

but a good Booke [sic] is the pretious [sic]  life-blood of a master spirit, 

imbalm'd [sic] and treasur'd [sic] up on purpose to a life beyond life 

John Milton, Areopagitica, 4.1 

If books are not absolutely dead things, as Milton suggested, it is partly because they are given 

life by readers. The life presented by readers can sometimes be given a physical form in the 

shape of marginalia or annotations. This study considers the marginalia left by William Blake in 

his copy of The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds (1798). The foundation of the Royal Academy of 

Arts in 1769 was modelled after the continental European academies that preceded it by 

centuries. The institution would boast gifted artists like John Hamilton Mortimer, George 

Romney, Thomas Gainsborough, and many others. Led by Sir Joshua Reynolds, the first 

president of the Royal Academy, these artists were hopeful to elevate the status of the visual arts 

in Great Britain. Appointed to the Royal Academy in 1770, William Blake began to study as an 

engraver. Sir Joshua Reynolds, having heard of Blake’s distaste for the curriculum, said to him: 

“Well, Mr. Blake, I hear you despise our art of oil painting.” Blake responded, “No, Sir Joshua, I 

don’t despise it; but I like fresco better.”2 This was just the beginning of Blake’s formation of his 

 
1 John Milton, Areopagitica; a Speech of Mr. John Milton for the Liberty of Unlicens’d Printing, to the 

Parlament of England (London, 1644), https://www.proquest.com/books/areopagitica-speech-mr-john-

milton-liberty/docview/2240955001/se-2?accountid=15181. 
2 Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1880). I:82-

83. 
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artistic theories in conversation with Reynolds. Many years later, Blake began writing his 

thoughts to Reynolds’ Discourses on Art. These annotations have been used and abused over the 

years to study Blake, Reynolds, and British Art of the eighteenth century. In this thesis, I will 

examine the life that Blake has given to this work in three parts. In Part One, I consider the 

cultural and theoretical implications of book culture and annotations during the period. After 

that, I analyse the four different types of annotations of Blake’s in Works. Part Two is where I 

join the cultural and authoritative force that was Sir Joshua Reynolds and the Royal Academy to 

better understand why Blake selected this work to use as his laboratory for developing his ideas 

on art. In Part 3, the most substantial of the parts of this thesis, the manifestations or ghosts of the 

annotations found in Works in Blake’s later productions. There are multitudes of these 

manifestations and there are simply far too many to consider in the length of this thesis. There is 

much more work to be done on these influences. In this third part, I consider Blake’s Notebook, 

The Descriptive Catalogue, Milton, Jerusalem, and the Laocoön. Again, I want to clarify that 

this is not exhaustive, and I am not trying to provide an in-depth analysis of these works; rather, I 

am trying to show how the marginalia resurfaces throughout Blake’s life in his works. I believe 

this provides nuance to how we can approach Blake’s artistic theories and literary pursuits, as he 

continues to develop, amend, revisit, and display his process. 

  



14 

 

Part One: William Blake’s Marginalia Practices 
 

1.1 Book Culture and Marginalia in the Late Georgian Period 

Books have been identified with a higher faculty of mind for centuries: determining morality, 

ordaining religion, and law, shaping identity, defining the world, exploring systems of belief, 

administering advice, and so on.3  When approaching eighteenth-century book culture, important 

questions of how books were produced, distributed, and used is critical. Books, like other 

manmade items, are subject to the economic, social, political, and culture factors of the time. It is 

important to address questions about literacy and book production boom in the eighteenth 

century regarding changes in the population in England. In 1696, the population of England was 

approximately 5,118,000; in 1756, it had risen to 6,149,000. In 1781, England boasted 7,206,000 

inhabitants, a rise of 15 percent in an extremely limited time frame of 25 years. Despite this 

staggering growth, the population would continue to accelerate even more rapidly. In 1801, there 

were 8,671,000 residents; in 1816, 10,628,000; and 13,254,000 residents in 1831.4 England’s 

population increased rapidly but that does not mean that the desire for books and other 

publications increased automatically with it. Literacy in England was “sufficiently high” in that 

the portion of the population in employment considered literacy “to have been of considerable 

functional value,” extending this consideration to the future generations.5 Children from various 

socioeconomic classes were either taught at home by parents or private tutors but the majority of 

 
3 For more on the book as a mystical, sacred, and holy symbol, see Brian Cumming’s essay “The Book as 

a Symbol” in The Oxford Companion to the Book (2010).  
4 Edward A. Wrigley, People, Cities and Wealth: The Transformation of Traditional Society (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1992), table A9.1, 614-615. 
5 S. Nenadic, “The Rise of the Urban Middle Classes” in People and Society in Scotland, 1760-1830, ed. 

T.M. Devine and Rosalind Mitchison (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd., 1988), 111. 
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middle class youth were educated in single-teacher schools.6 Lawrence Stone estimates that, 

outside of London, for the period 1754–62, the rate of adult male literacy was 74% in Oxford 

and Northampton, 66% in Bristol, and 64% in the rural East Riding of Yorkshire.7 The literacy 

boom of the eighteenth century was influential in the formation and consolidation of education of 

the masses that was to come. The availability of political treatises, philosophical texts, poetical 

essays, and radical pamphlets engaged a wider population than ever before. The satirist, T.J. 

Mathias claimed:  

We are no longer in an age of ignorance; and information is not partially distributed 

according to the ranks, and orders, and functions, and dignities of social life…I am 

scarcely able to name any man whom I consider as wholly ignorant. We no longer look 

for learned authors in the usual places, in the retreats of academic erudition, and in the 

seats of religion. Our peasantry now read the Rights of Man [by Thomas Paine] on 

mountains, and on moors, and by the wayside.8  

As described by Mathias, books were becoming increasingly more available than in previous 

centuries thanks to economic and technological changes. Education and recreation activities were 

dominated by print culture by the late eighteenth-century – newspapers, subscription journals, 

pamphlets, and books were crucial to navigating the rapidly changing world.9 The book trade 

grew steadily during the seventeenth and early eighteenth-century but by the 1770s, production 

and collection saw a massive spike.10 Previous to 1700, around 1,800 titles were printed per year 

 
6 Nenadic, “The Rise of the Urban Middle Classes,” 109-126. 
7 Lawrence Stone, “Literacy and Education in England,” Past & Present 42, (February 1969): 69-139. 
8 Thomas James Mathias, The Pursuits of Literature: A Satirical Poem in Four Dialogues with Notes 

(London: Pall Mall, 1799), 238. 
9 H.J. Jackson, Romantic Readers: The Evidence of Marginalia (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2005), 9-14. 
10 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 210. 
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whereas by 1800, it was nearly 6,000 titles per year.11 James Raven points out that despite these 

impressive and illuminated numbers, there are “many blanks” when analysing the national 

bibliographical history of England.12 Complicating factors like private libraries, book clubs, 

subscription schemes, and other shared texts make it difficult to determine the accuracy of 

readership. 

The relative access to books was expanding but the demand overwhelmed means of 

production and ultimately, owning books was expensive, meaning that it was still difficult for the 

everyday person to access literature. Recently, the topic of the accessibility of literary texts 

during the eighteenth century has been controversial. For example, Thomas F. Bonnell, has 

suggested that scholars should recognize the extraordinary expense of books at the time and that 

they remained a luxury item.13 Sharing books was one way to gain access to expensive texts: 

public reading, reading rooms, and book clubs all provided avenues through which books could 

be accessed. Reading aloud was common in a variety of environments, similar to satellite radio 

playing in the background today: at artisanal shops, over the home hearth, dinner parties, walks 

in nature, and even on the battlefield.14 While reading aloud passed time, provided entertainment, 

and fostered intimacy, it also stretched the book’s mileage farther.15 Additionally, the vogue of 

reading was beginning to take root and reading rooms were an excellent location to display 

 
11 James Raven, “The Book as a Commodity,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, ed. 

Michael F. Suarez and Michael L. Turner, 6 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 92. 
12 James Raven, “New Reading Histories, Print Culture and the Identification of Change: The Case of 

Eighteenth-Century England,” Social History 23, no. 3 (October 1998): 268–87. 275. 
13 Thomas F. Bonnell, “When Book History Neglects Bibliography: Trouble with the ‘Old Canon’ In the 

Reading Nation,” Studies in Bibliography 57 (2005): 243–61. 
14 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 54-56. 
15 For more information on elocution and reading aloud in the eighteenth century, see Abigail Williams’ 

the Social Life of Books: Reading Together in the Eighteenth-Century Home (Yale University Press, 

2017), 11-35. 
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bookishness – a much lauded trait. Charles Lamb described public reading rooms as “the best 

mode of educating young men. Solitary reading is apt to give the headach [sic]. Besides who 

knows that you do read?”16 The fashion of reading was combined with the communal act of 

sharing not only space but also notions about reading. One of the essential elements of fashion, 

after all, is that it must be witnessed.17 Abigail Williams reminds scholars that 

Once we relocate the book in the parlour, garden, or carriage, we can start to see how the 

history of reading in its social context is inseparable from other areas of eighteenth- 

century life: concerns about public sociability, idleness, loneliness, the virtues of 

conversation, the cementing of intimate relationships.18 

Williams’ concern is with the sociability of reading but does not draw upon marginalia or 

annotations. By including marginalia into the sociability of reading culture of the eighteenth 

century, we can see those concerns she listed as continuing to develop in other ways. Reading 

does not need to be so internal, and passive as evidenced by annotations inside of books. 

While relocating the social life of the material object that is the book itself is crucial, we 

must also consider the interior of the book. Conversations about books occurred not only around 

them, but also inside them, in their margins – annotations left behind so that the next reader 

could know where and how the previous borrower responded to the text. These physical 

additions to the book are referred to as marginalia, a term coined by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 

1819 to refer to the commentary, notes or other written material in the margins of a book or 

 
16 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 47. 
17 To better understand the fashion of reading and all of the accoutrements it entailed at the time, see 

Abigail William’s chapter, “Reading and Sociability” in The Social Life of Books: Reading Together in 

the Eighteenth-Century Home (Yale University Press, 2017), 36-63. 
18 Abigail Williams, The Social Life of Books: Reading Together in the Eighteenth-Century Home (New 

Haven: Yale University Press), 63. 
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manuscript.19  Coleridge wrote to Charles Lamb (in Lamb’s own book): “I will not be long here, 

Charles! – and sure you will not mind my having spoiled a book to leave a relic.”20 The playful 

comment is charming and reveals the ambivalent attitude towards writing in books, even today; 

modern bibliophiles often lament the desecration of a book when a reader writes in the 

margins.21 Emma Chastain, a contributing writer for popular American bookselling chain Barnes 

& Noble, asserts: “highlighting, scribbling, underlining—it’s too easy. It’s not engagement; it’s 

graffiti. Leave your books untouched, unsullied, like a series of pristine pools you can dive into 

over and over again as you get older.”22 But during the late eighteenth-century, marginalia was 

often a cherished addition to the book and people like Henry Crabb Robinson even inked over 

his friends’ commentaries to preserve them for future reference.23 Annotations produced from 

shared books are the visible results of synthesizing reading, writing, and conversing. While 

typical uses of the marginalia were to aid the reader’s memory, to understand and engage with 

the text (as seen with primer school texts and law books), it also functions as a “mediator” 

between the text, the current reader, and future readers (real and imagined).24 The discourses 

occurring in the margins could help better articulate criticism which, in turn, fosters 

environments of self-identification. In a sense, the annotator makes their personal, physical mark 

against the text which they are reading – fashioning a distinct identity to share with future 

readers of the book.  

 
19 Michael Suarez and H.R. Woudhuysen, The Oxford Companion to the Book (Oxford University Press, 

2010), 915. 
20 H.J. Jackson, Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books (Yale University Press, 2001), 16. 
21 For more on the various opinions on annotations inside of books, see H.J. Jackson’s chapter, “Book 

Use or Book Abuse?” in Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books, pg. 234-258. 
22 Emma Chastain, "Is it Okay to Write in Books? Two Readers Debate," Barnes & Noble Reads, July 7, 

2014, accessed January 15, 2019, https://www.barnesandnoble.com/blog/is-it-okay-to-write-in-books-

two-writers-debate/. 
23 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 57. 
24 Jackson, Marginalia, 35. 
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Publishing is often regarded as a formalized process of editing and reviewing managed 

by formal institutions, but it was not so in the eighteenth century.25 According to Samuel 

Johnson’s sixth edition of A Dictionary of the English Language in 1785, the infinitive “to 

publish” means “to discover to mankind; to make generally and openly known; to proclaim; to 

divulge.”26 H.J. Jackson argues that Blake wrote inside books to make his ideas “an integral part 

of the book and thus to publish his quarrel with the author as the book circulated.”27  I agree 

with Jackson’s assertion that Blake was seeking to “publish” his quarrel but also to develop his 

own views, while referencing the current influences at the time. 

  

 
25 The changing relationship of reading and publication is examined in depth in Elspeth Jajdelska’s 

Speech, Print, and Decorum in Britain, 1600-1750 (Routledge, 2016). 
26 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, 2 vols. (London: W. Strahan, 1755), 

https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/index.php. 421. 
27 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 169.  

https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/index.php
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1.2 Theoretical Implications of Marginalia 

Reading, unlike conversation, consists for each of us in receiving the communication of 

another thought while remaining alone, or in other words, while continuing to bring 

into play the mental powers we have in solitude and which conversation immediately 

puts to flight; while remaining open to inspiration, the soul still hard at its fruitful 

labours upon itself. 

Marcel Proust, On Reading.28 

The experience of reading has long been considered a mental exchange or even combat 

between the reader and the author. For theorists like Roland Barthes, there is a power struggle 

between the two parties in that the reader must ‘listen’ to the author.29 When a reader takes a step 

past the initial ‘listening’ stage of reading and moves towards creating their own voice, there the 

annotation appears. A book with annotations in the margins, responding to the centre text (the 

printed text, in the case of Blake’s annotations to Reynolds), “traces the development of the 

reader’s self-determination” around that text.30 Jackson discusses the difference between those 

who comment and those who do not, “perhaps all readers experience this process;” the discovery 

of the voice of the reader, but “annotators keep a log.”31 While keeping a notebook or diary of 

one’s own thoughts might provide a suitable alternative to marginalia, writing directly on the 

page is a conscious effort to maintain focus and a direct result of the centre text’s influence. 

Writing in the margins of highly regarded texts allows for readers to interrupt and integrate their 

opinions with a significant history of such responses. As John Hollander explains, when we write 

in books, it is “the dead whom we are shouting at.”32 This invasive act of opinion complicates 

 
28 Marcel Proust, On Reading, eds. Jean Autret and William Burford (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1971). 
29 Another excellent monograph from Elspeth Jajdelska on the act of internal listening is very useful in 

understanding Barthes’ assertion. See Silent Reading and the Birth of the Narrator (University of Toronto 

Press, 2007). 
30 Jackson, Marginalia, 96. 
31 Jackson, Marginalia, 96. 
32 John Hollander, "The Widener Burying Ground," University of Toronto Quarterly (1992): 91. 
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how readers approach books and thus, book history. While marginal notes were found in 

previous centuries, annotated margins surged in popularity during the late 1700s in Britain. 

Individuals like Coleridge, Leigh Hunt, Charles Burney, Horace Walpole, and John Keats were 

keen annotators of a variety of texts. The period was, as Jackson states, “a particularly rich 

record of readers’ engagement with their books.”33 She considers well over 600 books, 400 of 

which are Coleridge’s alone. The massive corpus of marginalia at the time is comprised of not 

only “gifted writers,” as she describes them, like John Thelwall, John Keats, and William Blake, 

but also includes the “anonymous” and the “minor” annotators.34  Regardless of the status of the 

annotators covered in Jackson’s study, it is important to consider how reading is subject to the 

structure determined and set out by the original text. For Barthes, the process of reading needs 

and respects this influence but it also attempts to pervert it.35 In his essay, “The Pleasure of the 

Text,” Barthes used eroticism as a means to explain the intrigues of reading and interaction with 

the text: “the pleasure of the text is that moment when my body pursues its own ideas – for my 

body does not have the same ideas as I do.”36 The private interaction between an author and a 

reader is much like voyeurism: observing the writer’s display of their interiority and taking it in 

and having the nerve to comment on it is a strange and pleasurable “bliss” for Barthes.37 Circling 

back to Blake’s marginalia, this voyeurism of reading Reynolds’ centre printed text, Blake’s 

interjections on the page, and trying to understand the later developments of the annotations is, 

for us as well, an entangled mess of communication. To situate the marginalia, we must consider 

other theoretical implications at stake. 

 
33 Jackson, Romantic Readers, xii. 
34 Jackson, Romantic Readers, xiii. 
35 Roland Barthes, The Preparation of the Novel: Lecture Courses and Seminars at the Collège de France 

(1978-1979 and 1979-1980) (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). 
36 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975), 17. 
37 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 22. 
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In Romantic Marginality: Nations and Empire on the Borders of the Page, Alex Watson 

examines the printed footnotes by authors and contributors of the book. While distinct from 

manuscript commentary like Blake’s, Watson develops interesting claims about paratextual 

elements that are useful when considering annotations.38 The margins of the printed page act as 

marginalized spaces of interrogation, according to Watson, contesting details of the controlling 

centre text, utilizing different perspectives, literally and figuratively. He recognizes that 

“annotation comprised a social form of textual practice. The margins acted as an extension of the 

literary conversation of an editor’s social circle.”39 If his analysis is limited to printed footnotes, 

one might say that the editor’s social circle broadens to the greater reading public when 

manuscript marginalia is taken into account – or at least those who had access to the text. Watson 

also discussed eighteenth and nineteenth-century literary creators who viewed the practice of 

authorial annotations as “parasitic”; quoting William Hazlitt, who finds that a “beautiful thought 

is sure to be lost in an endless commentary upon it,” and Keats’ position that poetry “should do 

without any comment.”40 However, these critical assertions are primarily related to printed 

amendments to and commentary on the centre text. For Watson book margins – their paratexts - 

function as an “ambiguous borderland,” a phrase, doubtlessly, inspired by postcolonial theorist 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987). She explains that the 

“Borderlands are physically present wherever two or more cultures edge each other.”41 

According to Anzaldúa, these spaces can be economic, sexual, psychological, spiritual, artistic, 

 
38 Much has been completed in recent years of scholarship on paratextual elements. Of course, Gerard 

Genette’s seminal work Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997) is perhaps the best source to reference. 
39 Alex Watson, Romantic Marginality: Nation and Empire on the Borders of the Page (London: 

Routledge, 2012), 21. 
40 Watson, Romantic Marginality, 29. 
41 Gloria Anzalduá. Borderlands: The New Mestiza = La Frontera. 1. ed. San Francisco: Aunt Lute 

Books, 1991. Preface. 
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and linguistic. Watson’s use of Anzaldúa’s term describes a (physical or abstract) territory 

where, “the space between two individuals shrinks with intimacy.”42 He argues that the margins 

act as a locus where authors contribute to the centre text in a new collaborative creation.43 These 

conflict-ridden borderlands are “liminal location[s], neither text nor non-text,” but perhaps more 

like a new composition or conversation – a place that has been shrunken down by the edge of the 

printed words.44 This creative opportunity allows for the author/reader to forge an identity on the 

page that counters the centre text by crossing several types of borders in the margins. 

Decreasing the space between two individuals and the nurturing of collaborative creation 

is also considered by Mikhail Bakhtin. This sense of identity formation is a bit more obscure in 

his work, but Bakhtin’s discussions of ‘dialogism’ includes an important term for thinking about 

the marginalia: ‘heteroglossia,’ or what he sometimes calls “double voiced.” This presence of 

two or more voices occurs often in novels where works “give voice to every class of people by 

incorporating their style into the text itself.”45 Typically, it can be best witnessed when reading a 

conversation between two characters in a novel that have different backgrounds. Two individuals 

have different experiences and motivations always present, but they are figments of the author’s 

imagination and execution on the page. Bakhtin continued that using another’s speech serves “to 

express authorial intentions but in a refracted way.”46 While he is concentrating on the literary 

device of two speakers at the same time, voicing their two separate identities, meanings, and 

expressions, Bakhtin maintains that is not limited to works of fiction. This transmission of 

communication is a conscious process as the artistic imagery and devices are practiced and 

 
42 Anzalduá, Borderlands, preface. 
43 Watson, Romantic Marginality, 35. 
44 Watson, Romantic Marginality, 35. 
45Mikhail Bakhtin and Michael Holquist, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, University of Texas 

Press Slavic Series, no. 1 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 324. 
46 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 324. 
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completed.47 This concept, while difficult to grasp in the context of annotations in a book, 

suggests that it would be the most authentic heteroglossia possible; two genuinely separate 

identities, expressing their meanings and intentions in separate methods. Bakhtin believes 

heteroglossia to be an effective discourse model in novels, but this may render it more effective 

when it is genuinely two different voices. Reynolds’s Discourses were written with the 

consideration of public lecturing in mind, whereas Blake’s annotations on the same page as the 

printed lecture are intended to be read silently and alone.  

Naturally, the nature of Reynolds’ Discourses on Art, lectures presented at the Royal 

Academy were later edited, published, and dispersed among more people than the annotations in 

Blake’s personal copy of the Works of Sir Joshua. Despite the status and circulation of Reynolds 

at the time, Blake has quickly surpassed Reynolds in importance, certainly in literary history and 

arguably in the History of Art. In Robert R. Wark’s edition of Reynolds’ Discourses on Art, he 

concedes that no copy of Discourses would be complete without Blake’s marginalia. This 

interesting reversal of importance should be examined alongside Michel Foucault’s ideas in 

“What is an Author?” (1969) widely considered to be a response to Roland Barthes’ “Death of 

the Author” (1961). While Barthes argued that criticism relied too heavily upon the author’s 

identity to understand the work, Foucault went further. For Foucault, killing the author in our 

minds is not enough and can never disentangle his or her identity from our criticism. Like 

Barthes, Foucault recognizes the author as a fiction but asks what kind of ideological power they 

may embody. The “author function” is that the author of a published text becomes the beacon of 

their particular discourse. In the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Reynolds becomes not just the 

 
47 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 359. 
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man and author but rather the representative of the cultural institution of the Royal Academy and 

perhaps, even an extension of the cultural power of Great Britain itself. 

Foucault lists four elements of the author function: first, that it is based in law, partly for 

punitive reasons; second, it does not affect all texts in the same ways; third, attribution to an 

author is difficult to decide upon; and finally, that the author does not have to be a real person, 

and often, is not. The most intriguing element of Foucault’s essay for the marginalia lies in the 

interrogation of the author as a beacon of intellectual power. Blake recognizes the physical and 

intellectual “space left empty by the author’s disappearance” and sniffs out “the openings this 

disappearance uncovers.”48 The act of writing in a manner that forces the reader to physically 

shift the book or tilt their head, a factor discussed in more detail below, the annotation has “co-

opt[ed] the book’s (and implicitly the author’s) own strategy for controlling the experience of 

reading through otherwise commonplace bibliographic codes.49 Blake’s dismissal of traditional 

codes of reading, textual articulation, and his invasion of the authority of the author (of 

Reynolds, Edmond Malone, and Samuel Johnson) corrodes institutional authority and opens up a 

space for debate. To return to Foucault: 

We are accustomed to saying that the author is the genial creator of a work in which he 

deposits, with infinite wealth and generosity, an inexhaustible world of significations. We 

are used to thinking that the author is so different from all other men, and so transcendent 

with regard to all languages, that as soon as he speaks, meaning begins to proliferate, to 

proliferate indefinitely.50   

 
48 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author” in The Foucault Reader: An Introduction to Foucault’s Thought, 

ed. Paul Rabinow, New Edition, Penguin Social Sciences (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 209. 
49 Jason Allen Snart, The Torn Book: Unreading William Blake’s Marginalia (Selinsgrove: Cranbury, NJ: 

Susquehanna University Press; Associated University Press, 2006). 22.  
50 Foucault, “What is an Author?”, 221. 
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Naturally, the printed text is significant, with its inherent ability to proliferate meaning, but a 

book with annotations reorients the power scheme. Additionally, these power relations are 

further altered when the annotations take different formats, types, and positions. The annotator 

confronts the unique author that is “so different from all other men,” and argues as a 

reader/writer for their own authority. Jackson has elaborated on this idea in relation to Blake, 

we find a reader disposed to find fault, finding fault, and in the process, articulating a  

strong position of his own, partly for his own satisfaction, partly for the correction of  

error in others, and partly for the enlightenment of a friendly audience.51  

The margins are a place where Blake can display his expertise, question commonplace 

viewpoints of the period, and experiment with his own aesthetic theories. While I mostly agree 

with Jackson above, I am less convinced that Blake only wanted to enlighten a “friendly 

audience,” or even emphasize to his potential readers that there was more than one side to these 

issues. When Reynolds moves diplomatically in the Seventh Discourse, stating that artists may 

“appear to differ in sentiments…merely from the inaccuracy of terms,” Blake fires back: 

It is not in Terms that Reynolds & I disagree Two Contrary Opinions can never by any  

Language be made alike. I say Taste & Genius are not Teachable or Acquirable but are  

born with us Reynolds says the Contrary[.]”52  

Blake fractures the superiority Reynolds holds as the author by inserting the above annotation to 

complicate the centre text, and thus the power of the author function as described by Foucault. 

Further still, Blake galvanizes his annotations with acerbic criticism, poetry, changing 

 
51 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 169. 
52 William Blake, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman, newly rev. ed 

(Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1982). 659. All references to The Complete Poetry and Prose of 

William Blake will hereafter be abbreviated as E, followed by the page number. 
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penmanship, and other bibliographic codes to “rouze [sic] the faculties to act[.]”53 By reorienting 

the hermeneutics process, Blake is encouraging the reader to become an active participant in the 

dismantling of the text, as he has been – complicating Reynolds’ authority from the page. 

Although Blake’s suggestion that the notes are “proofs of his opinion,” it may seem to insist on 

authorial consistency, it actually draws attention to the division, galvanizes the disruption, and 

forces the reader to pursue the comment.54 Blake counters the hegemony imposed by Reynolds’ 

lectures and invites the reader to explore different viewpoints. As he says on the title page verso, 

the institution commanded by Reynolds and his hirelings has “[d]ivided all the English World 

between them Fuseli Indignant hid himself – I am hid[.]”55And in a sense, many of Blake’s 

annotations are themselves hidden – either by unintentionally trimmed words, obfuscated inside 

the spine, or compressed into small margins – but they encourage a disruptive reading practice 

that engages the reader (or readers) in the aesthetic reconfiguration of the time. Further still, the 

annotations are written in a singular and specific copy of the book, that few other people – if any 

– may have read afterwards. 

The act of writing in a book is the act of responding to the author’s initiation of a 

conversation that may or may not be read by another, whether real or implied. Reader-response 

theorist Wolfgang Iser coined the term “implied reader” to describe a figurative ideal reader to 

whom the text is oriented, but annotations as well as the centre text may have their implied 

readers. The individual that is “sympathetic and receptive” to the rhetorical strategies is the 

implied reader, whereas readers are not necessarily inclined to receive these strategies on their 

own. Additionally, the implied reader carries no biographic, linguistic, or “ideological ‘baggage’ 

 
53 E702. 
54 E635. 
55 E636. 
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that might interfere with the text’s themes.”56 The implied reader is the stuff of artistic dreams: 

an unwavering fan that understands precisely what the creator means to do. For the annotator, the 

implied reader could be either real or implied. Jackson writes on Coleridge’s marginalia that 

there was always an “Other Reader, whether the donor of the volume…or the unknown owner of 

a future generation.”57 This “Other Reader” can be a person in the present or even hundreds of 

years down the road.  Frederick Burwick argues that all annotators considered this possibility:  

Although few readers writing in books can have foreseen print publication, none of them 

 imagined that they were alone with their books and that no other eyes would ever read  

them. Books are durable; they circulate; sooner or later they will be passed on to someone 

 else. Not only was there no prospect of privacy, then, but all marginalia involved an  

element of performance and display. De Quincey complained that Wordsworth's  

marginalia were pedestrian — ‘such as might have been made by anybody'—as though  

Wordsworth owed it to his admirers to do better.58 

The annotations in Blake’s copy of Works functions in this kind of doubled way: he appears to 

be writing to concrete readers, perhaps friends like Fuseli, but also to an implied reader, possibly 

a concrete future reader that he may or may not be familiar with. Because of the uncertainty of 

who may read his annotations, Blake proclaimed his authorship of his notes inside, he signed it, 

“this is the opinion of Will Blake my Proofs of this Opinion are given in the following 

Notes[.]”59 If his book was picked up by someone who was not familiar with him, Blake’s 

 
56 Ian Buchanan, “implied reader,” in A Dictionary of Critical Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2018), https://www-oxfordreference-

com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198794790.001.0001/acref-9780198794790-e-351. 
57 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Coleridge as Reader: Marginalia,” in The Oxford Handbook of Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, ed. Frederick Burwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 279.  
58 Burwick, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 279. 
59 E635. 
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signing of his opinions on the Title Page ensures that his commentary does not go unnamed or 

worse, unrecognized.  

The earliest example of William Blake’s annotations comes from 1788, in Johann Kaspar 

Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man, and the last surviving annotations are from 1827, shortly before his 

passing. Blake annotated for almost forty years of his life, indicating a strong impulse to 

communicate inside of books and with others reading them. There are eleven extant books 

annotated by Blake, and two recorded sets of annotations thanks to Edwin John Ellis and 

William Butler Yeats - to Spurzheim’s Observations (1817) and conjectured annotations to 

Cellini - printed in The Works of William Blake: Poetic, Symbolic, and Critical (1893). The 

books Blake annotated range from Swedenborg’s mystic texts, like Heaven and its Wonders and 

Hell from Things Heard and Seen (commonly known as Heaven and Hell 1784, although 

Blake’s annotations were not made until 1787), to Francis Bacon’s Essays, Moral, Economical, 

and Political (1798). Perhaps due to the range of subjects covered in these books, Blake’s 

annotations vary greatly between them in his responses, possible rereading sessions, and the 

number of notes. For example, he left only two notes in Johann Spurzheim’s Observations on the 

Deranged Manifestations of the Mind, Or Insanity while there are aphorisms left in the margins 

of Swedenborg’s Divine Love and Divine Wisdom:  

Study Sciences till you are blind 

Study intellectuals till you are cold 

Yet Science cannot teach intellect 

Much less can intellect teach Affection[.]60 

 
60 E605. 
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Blake scholarship, perhaps due to his reputation as a visionary genius, has focused on the 

illuminated books, like Songs of Innocence and Experience, and the individual works of art. The 

marginalia have been mainly studied less on its own terms but when it is taken up it is often used 

as a quarry for biographical purposes, or to support interpretations of the illuminated books. 

Scholars like Mona Wilson, Northrop Frye, Harold Bloom, and Peter Ackroyd co-opt the 

annotations to support their analyses of Blake’s mentality or system understood in general terms. 

Annotations certainly provide insight for the reader and can “recapture the mental processes by 

which readers appropriated texts,” as Jackson has suggested, as well as sometimes providing 

specific references to historical events occluded in the illuminated books.61 When the annotations 

are removed from the fuller context of the work to which they respond, though, can risk 

distorting their meaning to shoehorn them into some larger sense of Blake’s “system.”  

Writing, at its most basic, is intended for communication; the transfer of information or 

content between other literate and learned individuals. Writing in books is no different. Though it 

is unclear and nearly impossible to determine who exactly Blake was writing for, there are 

several possible readers in his circle who may have provided a more substantive form to his 

implied reader. At this point, it is worth considering who some of these intended or potential 

readers may have been. The most likely intended, concrete readers for Blake’s annotations were 

William Hayley, Henry Crabb Robinson, and Henry Fuseli.   

William Hayley (1745-1820), a poet, essayist, and biographer, was best known for his poem 

Triumphs of Temper (1781). The long, didactic poem was one of the most popular works of the 

late eighteenth century. This allegorical work was intended to “reform the entire feminine mind 

 
61 Jackson, Romantic Readers, xi. 



31 

 

of England by the advice.”62 It was in an impressive fourteen editions. In 1800, Hayley became 

patron to Blake and employed him to illustrate the new edition of Triumphs of Temper for 60 

guineas total.63 A few other works were commissioned from Blake, including a series of portraits 

of influential poets for Hayley’s personal library and a portrait of Hayley’s illegitimate son, Tom, 

who had recently passed away.64 Several extant letters exist between Blake and Hayley from 

February 18, 1800, through December 11, 1805. Blake had probably been annotating The Works 

of Sir Joshua Reynolds and drafting his Descriptive Catalogue (1809) around this time to prepare 

for his upcoming solo exhibition. Because of some of the ideas about art they held in common, 

not to mention their frequent communication in this period, it is possible Hayley may have been 

invited to read some of Blake’s annotations. Blake’s employment was supplemented greatly by 

Hayley’s commissions, and it is reasonable to expect Hayley to be interested in the artistic 

philosophies and engagement with the arts community to be important.  

The diarist and journalist Henry Crabb Robinson (1775-1867) was personally acquainted 

with some of the most influential intellectuals of the period including Charles Lamb, Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Friedrich Schiller, as 

well as with Blake. He played a crucial role in the development of University College London as 

a shareholder and by making several gracious donations for maintenance. There is a possibility 

that Blake shared his annotations with Robinson because of the close bond they developed over 

discussions of topics like politics, religion, art, and inspiration. Robinson felt comfortable 

coming over to Blake’s home, for example, he described his dropping in on the 17th of 

December in 1825: 

 
62 Evelyn Morchard Bishop, Blake’s Hayley: The Life, Works, and Friendships of William Hayley 

(London: Gollancz, 1951), 53. 
63 Bishop, Blake’s Hayley, 286. 
64 Bishop, Blake’s Hayley, 286. 
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He dwells in Fountain Court in the Strand. I found him in a small room, which seems to be 

both a working-room and a bedroom. Nothing could exceed the squalid air both of the 

apartment and his dress, but in spite of dirt—I might say filth—an air of natural gentility is 

diffused over him. And his wife, notwithstanding the same offensive character of her dress 

and appearance, has a good expression of countenance, so that I shall have a pleasure in 

calling on and conversing with these worthy people.65 

Robinson would later write that he did not feel comfortable trying to understand or summarize 

Blake’s “opinions and feelings” because he did not believe that Blake harboured a “system or 

connection in his mind,” as “all his future conversation will be but varieties of wildness and 

incongruity.”66 Despite the fact that Robinson could see no system in Blake’s thought, he was 

fascinated with Blake upon this visit. He described Blake’s sharing his work with him:  

I found [sic] at work on Dante. The book and his sketches both before him. He shewed 

me his designs, of which I have nothing to say but that they evince a power of grouping 

and of throwing grace and interest over conceptions most monstrous and disgusting, 

which I should not have anticipated.67 

Blake’s interest in showing Robinson the “behind-the-scenes” action of his artwork might have 

extended to the marginalia in the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. Although he doesn’t mention 

the marginalia, Robinson provides an extensive list of the topics they discussed together, 

including books that we know Blake had annotated. Since these conversations were happening at 

Blake’s residence, it is feasible that Blake would have pulled one of his books down to aid the 

 
65 Arthur Symons, William Blake (New York: E.P. Dutton and Company, 1907), 261. 
66 Symons, William Blake, 261-262. 
67 Symons, William Blake, 262. 
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conversation and provide evidence of his engagement with the texts. On the same day when 

Robinson witnessed Blake’s sketches to Dante, the topic shifted to Vision: 

Of the faculty of Vision, he spoke as one he has had from early infancy. He thinks all 

men partake of it, but it is lost by not being cultivated. And he eagerly assented to a 

remark I made, that all men have all faculties to a greater or less degree.68  

The topic was one, as we shall see, which loomed large in Blake’s annotations to Reynolds. On 

Malone’s anecdote about Reynolds failing to recognize Raphael at the Sistine Chapel, Blake 

wrote in the margin: “Men who have been Educated with Works of Venetian Artists. under their 

Eyes Cannot see Rafael unless they are born with Determinate Organs[.]”69 Robinson’s 

understanding that Blake viewed Vision as something generally available but liable to be lost if 

not cultivated, seems to stem from this much earlier annotation in Works, where Blake suggested 

that Reynolds’ visionary capabilities has contracted because of his poor focus and education, 

especially through the influence of what he thought of the inferior Venetian artists.  

Another individual who may have encountered Blake’s marginalia to The Works of Sir 

Joshua Reynolds is Henry Fuseli (1741-1825). Their relationship is difficult to disentangle, 

partly because most of Blake’s comments on Fuseli are indirect in one way or another:  

The only Man that eer [sic] I knew 

Who did not make me almost spew [sic] 

Was Fuseli he was both Turk & Jew 

And so dear Christian Friends how do you do[.]70  

 
68 Symons, William Blake, 264. 
69 E637. 
70 E507. It should be noted that although he does at least comment on his relationship with Fuseli, unlike 

his relationship Robinson. These comments are not that different in kind – albeit more positive – from 

some of the comments Blake wrote regarding Hayley. 
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Second-hand reports suggest that their relationship had a lot of irreverent playfulness about it. 

For example, Blake is supposed to have told him that “the Virgin Mary had appeared to him and 

praised” his painting, Fuseli retorted that “her ladyship has not an immaculate taste.” 71 Frederick 

Tatham’s account of Blake’s visit to the Royal Academy to study the Laocoön in 1815 claimed 

that Fuseli burst into the room and cried: “’What! You here, Meesther [sic] Blake? We ought to 

come and learn of you, not you of us!’” 72 As indicated by this anecdote, despite their occasional 

disagreements, they remained respectful of each other’s artistic vision. In Blake’s Notebook, he 

drafted the Public Address around 1809-1810, a previously untitled essay, given this title by 

Geoffrey Keynes.73 In it, he places Fuseli among the creative geniuses he so admired: 

No Man Can Improve An [sic] Original Invention. [ Since Hogarths [sic] time we have 

had very few Efforts of Originality ] <Nor can an Original Invention Exist without 

Execution Organized & minutely Delineated & Articulated Either by God or Man [.] I do 

not mean smoothd [sic] up & Niggled & Poco Piud [sic] [ but ] <and all the beauties 

pickd [sic] out [ but ]& blurrd [sic] & blotted but>Drawn with a firm <and decided> hand 

at once [ with all its Spots & Blemishes which t are beauties & not faults]like Fuseli & 

Michael Angelo Shakespeare & Milton[.]74 

Many of the phrases used in this quotation appear in the marginalia to Reynolds’ Works. For 

example, the concentration on “Original Invention” often occurred in the annotations. For 

example, Blake wrote: 

 
71 Allan Cunningham, The Lives of the Most Eminent British Painters and Sculptors (New York: J & J 

Harper, 1833), Volume 2, 264. 
72 Gilchrist, The Life of William Blake, 297. 
73 For more information on the Public Address and how it has been pieced together from scattered pages 

in the Notebook, see The Complete Writings of William Blake, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (London, 1966). 
74 E576. 
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Invention depends Altogether upon Execution or Organization. as that is right or wrong 

so is the Invention perfect or imperfect. Whoever is set to Undermine the Execution of 

Art is set to Destroy Art Michael Angelos Art Depends on Michael Angelos Execution 

Altogether[.]75 

Here, we can see that the concepts of Execution and Organization are intertwined with the idea 

of Invention for Blake. In the Public Address, Blake added Fuseli to this list of artists to admire 

for their invention and execution. Further, the “Spots & Blemishes” could be hearkening back to 

a phrase written by Reynolds, “Peculiarities…so many blemishes; which, however, both in real 

life and in painting, cease to appear deformities.”76 To which Blake responded to Reynolds in the 

margin with, “Infernal Falshood [sic][.]”77 Although this passage from the Public Address is far 

from explicit, Blake was clearer about his admiration of Fuseli when he wrote to the editor of 

The Monthly Magazine in 1806 defending his painting Ugolino and His Sons in the Tower. After 

Fuseli’s painting received a lacklustre notice from Bell’s Weekly Messenger, Blake’s letter to the 

editor begins: 

My indignation was exceedingly moved at reading a criticism in Bell's Weekly 

Messenger (25th May) on the picture of Count Ugolino, by Mr. Fuseli…I take the 

advantageous opportunity to counteract the widely-diffused malice which has for many 

years, under the pretence of admiration of the arts, been assiduously sown and planted 

among the English public against true art, such as it existed in the days of Michael 

Angelo [sic] and Raphael. Under pretence of fair criticism and candour, the most 

 
75 E637. 
76 Joshua Reynolds, The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Knight; Late President of the Royal Academy: 

Containing His Discourses, Idlers, A Journey to Flanders and Holland, and His Commentary on Du 

Fresnoy’s Art of Painting, ed. Edmond Malone, 2nd edition corrected, 3 volumes (London: T. Cadell, Jun., 

and W. Davies, in the Strand, 1798), I:165. 
77 E657. 
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wretched taste ever produced has been upheld for many, very many years: but now, I say, 

now its end is come.78  

He then follows up with his own favourable account of the painting whose subject – if not 

Fuseli’s version of it – had been discussed in Reynolds’ Works, a matter I will return to in Part 

Two. Fuseli and Blake’s personal and professional relationship most likely began around 1787 

yet appeared to have been closest in the 1790s, the period when Blake began annotating The 

Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. In his Life of William Blake, Alexander Gilchrist tells a story 

about Blake’s marginalia being read by Fuseli, “who said one could assuredly read their writer’s 

character in them.”79 Fuseli would have been naturally inclined to read the notes Blake made on 

Aphorisms on Man, as he was the editor and translator of the English edition of Lavater’s 

collection, but – for obvious reasons - it is also likely he would be interested in marginalia on 

Discourses on Art. Given Fuseli’s position as Royal Academician, Professor of Painting, and 

Keeper, the Discourses were not only topical but of special professional interest to him. As the 

Professor of Painting from 1799-1805 and again from 1810-1825, Fuseli delivered lectures at the 

Royal Academy. In March 1801, Fuseli’s Lectures on Painting was embellished with a 

frontispiece engraving and a tailpiece engraving completed by Blake. Fuseli was also known to 

annotate his opinions in books as revealed in a letter from Joseph Farington in 1801. Farington, a 

fellow Royal Academician, wrote to Fuseli asking for evaluative and didactic commentary on his 

assessment of Salvator Rosa and Poussin, and prompted him to “return the paper as soon as you 

can immediately.”80 Fuseli’s propensity to receive texts and return them annotated and his 

interest in seeing Blake’s marginalia previously, alongside their similar and respectful positions 
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37 

 

towards each other as artists would suggest that Fuseli would have been a desired reader for 

Blake’s marginalia in The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. 

Now that I have laid out the historical groundwork, this section proceeds into a 

discussion of how other scholars have approached Blake’s marginalia. There are a few 

monographs that focus entirely on the annotations but not any that have paid any particular 

attention to The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. Jason Snart’s The Torn Book: UnReading 

William Blake’s Marginalia (2006) eschews biographical analysis and takes as its focus the 

disruptive nature of Blake’s writing in books. It is effectively the first full-length critical work 

specifically interested in Blake’s marginalia. Snart argues that the annotations impose upon the 

printed page, asserting their authority by “co-opt[ing] the book’s (and implicitly the author’s) 

own strategy for controlling the experience of reading through otherwise commonplace 

bibliographic codes.”81 I agree with Snart’s declaration that Blake, like other contemporaries, 

viewed books as a site for both asserting and contesting authority.82 Snart is not concerned with 

interpreting, applying, or criticizing the content of Blake’s annotations, but instead he practices 

an “unreading” that explores the way annotations function.83 He describes himself as ‘less 

interested in what Blake writes in the margins than by the fact that he writes there at all.”84 This 

approach was not followed in the next full-length study of the annotations. Hazard Adams’ 

Blake’s Margins: An Interpretive Study of the Annotations (2009) provides concise insight into 

the thirteen surviving annotated books and theories about other annotations. The straightforward 

approach is undertaken to provide meaningful analysis of the text Blake annotated and the 

 
81 Snart, Jason, The Torn Book: UnReading William Blake’s Marginalia (Susquehanna University, 2010), 
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content of the annotations – in direct opposition of Snart’s purposes. Adams provides the 

intertextual and interdisciplinary analysis that Snart so pointedly avoids. Highly critical of 

“unreading,” Adams insists that analysis of the page cannot be rendered by dismissing the 

content of the notes and their relationship to the content of the printed text.  

Despite their distinctive differences, both Snart and Adams engage with by H.J. 

Jackson’s Romantic Readers: The Evidence of Marginalia (2005), a book which synthesizes the 

economic and social contexts of reading analysing the “availability of books, developments in 

publishing and marketing, and attitudes towards books and reading.”85 Perhaps one of the most 

intriguing moves on her part is the juxtaposition of the “mundane marginalia,” for example, the 

scrawls of early education students learning Latin, to examples of specialized annotation, like 

botanist James Edward Smith’s dedicated cross-referencing and personal additions. Jackson 

maintains an interested ambivalence towards annotations and their authors, regardless of social 

status; remarking that recognized figures as well as other people with access to their own (or 

friends’) books were annotators. She interrogates but never fully engages with an arresting point:  

Of all British writers of all kinds of writing who flourished in the period that we 

call Romantic, only three have so far come to have their marginalia included 

among the collected works: Blake, Coleridge, and Keats. Why only three? Why 

even three? Why these three?86 

She later clarifies that compared to other eighteenth-century British readers, “Blake is hardly 

eccentric at all: he talked back to his books, and like certain other readers, he took steps to 

disseminate his opinions in a form of manuscript publication.”87 This is an important point for 
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further investigation into the marginalia to Reynolds. It is always tempting to radicalize, 

modernize, and apply the charged reactions in the margins to suit the myth of Blake but the 

recognition of other inflammatory annotators like the politician John Horne Tooke helps place 

his work in a wider context of textual interventions.88 

  

 
88 John Horne Tooke, an English clergyman, philologist, and politician associated with radical 

parliamentary reform was perhaps best known for having stood trial for treason in 1794. After receiving a 

copy of Disquisitions Relating to Matter and Spirit (1777) from the author, Joseph Priestly, he annotated 

the copy intensively. For more on this, see H.J. Jackson’s Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books from 

Yale University Press, 2001.  
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1.3 Four Types of Annotations 

Blake owned the second edition of The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, corrected, 

published in 1798. He annotated only the first volume which contains a dedication to the King, 

written by Reynolds’ friend, author and lexicographer Samuel Johnson; “Some Account of the 

Life and Writings of Sr. Joshua Reynolds,” by Malone; and then “Address to the Members of the 

Royal Academy,” and Discourses I through VIII, written by Reynolds. Even though Blake only 

annotated the first volume, the content of his notes indicate that he read the book in its entirety. 

There is scholarly debate about the date that Blake began his annotation of Works. Mona Wilson 

believes he began in 1808, Frederic Will supposes 1820, while David V. Erdman suggests 

between 1798 and 1809. Regardless of the debate over the timeline, scholars typically concur 

that Blake’s responses are contrarian: Edgar Wind describes his annotations as the “jealous 

ravings of a bitter man;” Hazard Adams says Blake “lost sight of charity;” and Robert R. Wark 

laments “the spiteful marginalia with which he belaboured his copy of Discourses.” Wark thinks 

the annotations reveal “a complete lack of sympathy with the rationalist component of Reynolds’ 

thinking about art.”89 This rather neglects the fact that Blake’s comments on Reynolds are quite 

often positive. For example, Blake concurred with Reynolds’s approbation of Nicolas Poussin. 

Reynolds waxes poetic about his selection of figure symbolism and sense of time:  

If the Figures which people his pictures had a modern air or countenance, if they 

appeared like our countrymen, if the draperies were like cloth or silk of our manufactures, 

if the landskip[sic] had the appearance of a modern view, how ridiculous would Apollo 

 
89 Edgar Wind, 1960 Reith Lectures, 879; Hazard Adams, Blake’s Margins: An Interpretive Study of the 

Annotations, 144; Robert R. Wark, Discourses on Art by Sir Joshua Reynolds, xxvi. 
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appear instead of the Sun; an old Man, or a nymph with an urn, to represent a River or a 

Lake?”90  

Blake comments to the side of this paragraph, “these remarks on Poussin are Excellent[.]”91  

The utensils used in the writing of Blake’s annotations vary. They range from pencil 

inscriptions, pencil with pen written over the top the original, and direct pen markings. This 

evidence, in conjunction with the publication of the Descriptive Catalogue in 1809, suggests that 

he most likely began reading and annotating in 1798, and revisited the notes on several occasions 

until at least 1810. Blake’s Notebook contains an untitled essay, which Erdman refers to as 

“Public Address,” in which there is what seems to be a draft oration to the Chalcographic Society 

(the society dedicated to copperplate engravers) about Canterbury Pilgrims. He indicates and 

reuses language from his annotations of Works which leads me to believe he revisited the 

commentary when he was drafting his speech. Blake invited the reader into some insight on his 

annotation rereading habits in Works:  

I read Locke on Human Understanding & Bacons Advancement of Learning on 

Every one of these Books I wrote my Opinions & on looking them over find that 

my Notes on Reynolds in this Book are exactly Similar. I felt the Same Contempt 

& Abhorrence then; that I do now.92 

He intimates to the reader that he keeps his annotated copies as a reference guide for himself and 

suggests that he re-evaluates his previous positions against his current viewpoint. During the late 

eighteenth and early-nineteenth century, re-reading was widely practiced as intensive reading 

was regarded as conducive to evaluating the text. Further yet, a deep and well-considered 
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understanding of a work was essential, but memorization of a text was also admired.93 While 

Blake did not commit Reynolds’ lectures to memory, he certainly engaged with the book on 

repeated occasions across an extended period.  

Physically, Blake’s copy of Works is royal octavo-sized and bound in raw sienna dyed 

calf leather. The exterior of the books is in good condition despite being 220 years old. Inside, 

there are four main types of Blake’s notes in Works: pencil-only, ink only damaged by the book-

binding process, pencil with black ink over it, and ink only post-book binding. The pencil 

annotations appear to be initial reactions to the text and perhaps sometimes writer-oriented, that 

is, for Blake’s personal reference or amusement, in that they are not as explanatory in nature 

compared to the ink annotations. These comments are typically in a larger hand, often with a dull 

pencil, and not as neat compared to the later marginal notes in pen. As of 2018, when I first 

examined the volume, many of the annotations David V. Erdman reported are no longer visible. 

The first instance of pencil only annotations is next to a footnote concerning the English portrait 

painter Thomas Hudson (1701-1779). Malone was critical of Hudson’s “reign” as a painter, 

including his overuse of blue velvet coats and white shirts as clothing for his figures, but Blake 

responds: “Hudson Drew Correctly” in large, looped script (see figure 1).  

 
93 William St. Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 

395. 
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Figure 1. William Blake, pencil manuscript annotation (Works, I:iii), British Library, 

London, United Kingdom. 

 

He does not respond to the criticism but counters with what he deemed, more important 

concerns: the basis of design. The character of the comment seems rash and reactive and perhaps 

can also be recognized in the appearance of the handwriting. The cursive letters are not carefully 

constructed, suggesting a quickly written note. The pencil annotations that are left without ink 

could either have been missed by Blake or notes to revisit for a later date or perhaps, not 

regarded as important enough to revisit. The annotations in pencil are typically derisive or 

theories in flux -- to be found amusing or reconsidered by Blake.  

The black-ink-only annotations damaged by the book binding process appear to be 

opinions that Blake did not expect to change. These are often longer notes, lasting for several 

lines. Another annotated book of Blake’s, Aphorisms on Man, provides evidence of commentary 

completed before the book was cut and bound.94 The lines that are cut away and edges of letters 

missing from Blake’s annotations are indicative of the binding process that cut the pages down to 
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fit the brown leather selected for his copy of Works. The content of these annotations is often 

reactive, as in the case of the lengthy note responding to Malone’s praise of educating students 

with examples from “Michael Angelo, Correggio, Raffaelle, Parmegiano, and perhaps some of 

the old Gothick [sic] masters.”95 Blake responds with incredulity; writing quickly and in a 

slapdash way. Instead of the calligraphic penmanship we recognize from Blake’s illuminated 

books, this annotation is angular, varied, and slanted, utilizing most of the free space on the page. 

The personal and unrefined penmanship includes the reader into a private conversation where he 

inquires:  

Here is an Acknowledgment of all that I could wish But if it is True. Why are we 

to be told that Masters who Could Think had not the judgment to Perform the 

Inferior Parts of Art as Reynolds artfully calls them. But that we are to Learn to 

Think from Great Masters & to Learn to Perform from Underlings? Learn to 

Design from Rafael & to Execute from Rubens [line cut away] ?96  

The question mark after the cut away line is visible in the shape of a large, squiggly hook at the 

end of indecipherable phantom letters (see figure 2). Blake’s annotation reads as exasperated by 

the hypocrisy of the content and demands the reader investigate and disbelieve the printed text. 

Unfortunately, the book binding process was not kind to this annotation and Blake did not 

attempt to rectify it by writing above or on the next page.  

 
95 Malone, ed., Works, I:xxix.  
96 E638. 
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Figure 2. William Blake, black ink manuscript annotation (Works, I:xviii), British 

Library, London, United Kingdom.  

 

A better-preserved black ink comment appears when Malone recounts a list of Reynolds’ prices 

for paintings like The Infant Hercules (1792) and Mrs. Siddons, in the character of the Tragick 

Muse (1827). Malone gives further information about Reynolds’ earning potential with a 

footnote reference to Samuel Johnson’s letters to Giuseppe Marc'Antonio Baretti (Joseph Baretti) 

in which he says, “Reynolds is without a rival, and continues to add thousands to thousands” 

continuing later, “Mr. Reynolds gets six thousand a year.”97 Blake’s slightly damaged annotation 

asks in messy handwriting: “How much did Barry Get[?]”98 This comment relates to his other 

black inked annotation on the title page verso, “Barry was Poor Unemployd [sic] except by his 

own Energy”99, and to the blank page facing the Dedication to the King, “Barry told me that 

while he Did that Work – he Lived on Bread & Apples[.]”100 The opinions presented in these 

annotations appear to be morally charged reactions to the main text. The previous examples 
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represent issues of ignored genius, and even the deleterious acts by the state of patronage in 

England – topics that Blake would rail against his entire adult life. 

Apart from the original inked annotations, there are also pencil annotations with overlaid 

ink. These appear to be pencil notes that Blake reread and still found to be an accurate reflection 

of his position on the subject at hand. Possibly, he elected to not erase the underlying pencil 

because it revealed his consistency of thought and understanding and mastery of the text.  

 
Figure 3. William Blake, pencil manuscript annotation (Works, I:cxi), British Library, 

London, United Kingdom. 

 

Jackson agrees in relation to Blake’s annotations of Lavater: “what is interesting is the firm 

conviction that consistency of opinion over time is a good thing, a sign of personal integrity – 

and that marginalia could be used to test that integrity.”101  

 
101 Jackson, Romantic Readers, 158. 
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This demonstration of confidence, whether real or projected, encourages the reader to admire the 

steadfastness of the annotator. Blake’s Notebook shows that he was, indeed, a meticulous drafter 

and editor. Morris Eaves explains that for Blake “making a line expressed identity, and the result 

is identical form, activating the image with inward life. Ultimately, making a line signals 

readiness for relation, and the result is the opening of a line of communication.”102 Eaves is 

discussing Blake’s reactions to Reynolds’ discussion of lineaments in art but the same applies to 

the annotations more generally; the line underneath could also indicate the adamant and 

consistent opinion of the content. 

Finally, the ink only, post book-binding comments are probably the latest of the 

annotations. These marginal notes are typically written in a much smaller and neater hand than 

the earlier notes. The letters and lines are carefully positioned in the margins and show no signs 

of clipped characters or lines cut away. This means they were written after the book was fully 

bound. The content is usually introductory or explanatory; for example, the title page is all black 

ink with no signs of cut away lines or letter markings. Blake seems to have felt no need to draft 

the thoughts placed on this page, written after reading the book several times previously. As with 

any title page, Blake included the most important information for a reader to approach his 

following annotations, like his name and motivations. 

 
102 Morris Eaves, William Blake’s Theory of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 43-44. 



48 

 

 
Figure 4. William Blake, black ink manuscript annotation (Works, I: title page), British 

Library, London, United Kingdom. 

 

The word “depress” in relation to art appears not only in his annotations to Discourses on Art but 

also in an 1803 letter to Thomas Butts, and in an 1805 letter to Thomas Hayley.103 I believe this 

suggests that he was revisiting his annotations to Works while drafting the Descriptive Catalogue 

and then wrote the introductory material on the titlepage. The annotations on the verso pages of 

the Discourses are written in black ink only with no book binding mangling with the exception 

of the Fourth Discourse (pencil with ink overlaid). Despite acting as introductions for the 

discourses, they are not always neatly written. For example, on the back of the introductory page 

for Discourse III, Blake wrote his own introduction for the lecture, featuring a quotation from 

John Milton followed by the word “discourse,” which was written erroneously and subsequently 
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marked through with ink dabs, obfuscating the error, and rewritten above in a heavily inked 

black pen. 

Blake’s marginalia oscillate between prose, poetry, and aphorisms in form, but it is 

important to note that when he uses poetry, it is always written in black ink and after the book 

was bound. The first instance of poetry as marginalia is the footer annotation (figure 5) on the 

title page of Works: 

Degrade first the Arts if you'd Mankind degrade, 

Hire Idiots to Paint with cold light & hot shade: 

Give high Price for the worst, leave the best in disgrace, 

And with Labours of Ignorance fill every place.104  
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Figure 5. William Blake, black ink manuscript annotation (Works, I: title page), British 

Library, London, United Kingdom. 

 

These poem annotations appear to be written after later re-readings of the book, revealing more 

about the potential date of the black ink with no damaged writing. Later, Blake condemns the 

Flemish painter’s choice of colour palette: “Shade is always Cold & never as in Rubens & the 

Colourists Hot & Yellowy Brown[.]”105 The “hot” brown used for shading informs Blake’s 

writing of the “hot shade” on the title page, which was most likely added afterwards. Further 

still, in an 1802 letter to Thomas Butts, Blake lambasts Reynolds’ opinions on colour: 

I have now given two years to the intense study of those parts of the art which 

relate to light & shade & colour & am Convincd [sic] that either my 

understanding is incapable of comprehending the beauties of Colouring or the 

Pictures which I painted for You Are Equal in Every part of the Art & superior in 

One to any thing that has been done since the age of Rafael. — All Sr J 

Reynolds's discourses will shew. that the Venetian finesse in Art can never be 

united with the Majesty of Colouring necessary to Historical beauty.106  

Blake’s two years of intensive study of chiaroscuro has, to him, vindicated his claims written in 

Works. He mentions the Discourses and Sir Joshua Reynolds by name, indicating that he has re-

examined his marginalia. The letter continues to Mr. Butts: 

But I do not pretend to be Perfect. but if my Works have faults Caracche 

Corregios & Rafaels have faults also. let me observe that the yellow leather flesh 

of old men the ill drawn & ugly young women & above all the dawbed [sic] black 
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& yellow shadows that are found in most fine ay & the finest pictures. I altogether 

reject as ruinous to Effect tho [sic] Connoisseurs may think otherwise.107  

Once again, Blake referenced the “yellow shadows” of Rubens and other Flemish painters. I 

believe this is evidence to suggest that he was using his earlier notes and borrowing from his 

marginalia to process and refine his aesthetic theories. 

Some pages have a combination of different types of annotation. For example, the 

introduction page of the First Discourse includes a header note written in pencil only and the 

bottom annotation written in black ink only. For the reader, the shift in medium from the top half 

of the page to the lower half suggests Blake revisited the text. If the annotations had both been 

written in black ink, they might appear at first glance to have been written at the same time. 

However, Blake abstains from inking over the pencil, perhaps to avoid creating any impression 

that they are addressed to the same situation. The two annotations are concerned with Genius but 

differ in that the first comment (in pencil) is general to all nations, whereas the footer note (ink 

only) is concerned with the English art market. Any reader encountering these annotations might 

well conclude that prospects had grown dimmer for English artists. Blake wanted the reader to 

recognize the declining integrity of English art, ushered by Reynolds: reaffirming his 

introductory statement that Reynolds was “Hired to Depress Art[.]”108  

Most of Blake’s marginalia read in traditional English-speaking bibliographic pattern: 

top-down, left to right. However, there are moments when the page seems to have been too small 

for his entire commentary to fit. Perhaps to remedy this, Blake shifted the page while he was 

writing by 90 degrees and wrote accordingly. The first instance of differently oriented 

annotations (as in, a note written left to right horizontally) is in response to a footnote concerning 
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the “private character” of George Moser, Keeper of the Royal Academy.109 Blake reacts strongly 

and writes in black ink only, indicating a sense that his viewpoint on this will not change over 

time. He writes largely, clearly, and takes up most of the page. The last line at the footer of the 

page is cut away, indicating that this note was written before the book was bound. There are 

several smudges, for example “Lebruns” and “Rubens” are clumsily written. This might be an 

error of hand but may reflect Blake’s judgement on these artists as careless in that they were not 

committed to this view. Perhaps dissatisfied with the previous notes, Blake shifted to writing 

along the spine-side of the margin, as no more room was left at the footer or outer margin. To 

read this commentary, one must carefully spread the book open farther with their fingers.  

 
Figure 6. William Blake, black ink manuscript annotation (Works, I:xlviii), British 

Library, London, United Kingdom. 

 
109 E639. 
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Even after doing this, it is difficult to make out the innermost comment. There is no evidence of 

ink transfer onto the other page (xlv), providing further evidence that this annotation was written 

while the book was still in loose paper format. This writing behaviour is recorded in Blake’s 

Notebook, for example on page 61: he begins to edit a line, but there is no longer room parallel 

to the stanza. Instead of writing below or on the next page, he moves the Notebook 90 degrees to 

the right and continues the thought.110 The writing in the spine of Works is small, dark, clear, and 

precise in the spine, indicating his attentiveness to the needs of any putative reader. Readership 

can be passive, but he disorients reading patterns and traditional bibliographic codes by requiring 

the reader to physically turn the book or their head to read his note. Finally, Blake uses a caret to 

insert the term “Unfinishd” between “Dry” and “Works of Art” in the traditionally written first 

comment on the page.111 The addition of “Unfinishd” clarifies the spine margin annotation 

concerning “The Man who does not know The Beginning [of Art], never can know the End of 

Art[.]”112 

Marginalia is inherently responsive, in that the annotator pauses the act of reading and 

switches intellectual functions, responding by writing directly on the page making for a 

synthesized reading process. When Blake decides to write in a method different from traditional 

top-down, left to right reading patterns, he forces the assumed reader to stop, and reorient 

themselves. This complicates ideas of the passively receptive reader, and might suggest, as 

Evelyn B. Tribble asserts, that marginalia is a “struggle for control of a position” between the 
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text and annotation as well as between print author and annotative author.113 Michel de Certeau 

calls the centre text the “island of the page” where “concrete activity that consists in 

construction, on its own, blank space – the page – a text that has the power over exteriority from 

which it has first been isolated…the blank page…is a place where the ambiguities of the world 

have been exorcised.”114 The blank page is the safest place away from ambiguities. But with the 

addition of printed, central text, ambiguities are added, and to complicate the page, the 

subsequent addition of marginal commentary, dissent and discourse takes place once again, 

remixing all these ambiguities, and engaging with Watson’s concept of the marginal(ized) 

borderlands.  

Jackson states that “we owe important marginalia by Coleridge and Blake” to Henry 

Crabb Robinson who “carefully over traced or transcribed in ink” their commentary written 

originally in pencil.115 This is accurate for a few of the annotated books, but Works is not one of 

these texts. For example, the occasions when ink is applied over pencil, it is never directly on top 

of the graphite. Often, it is positioned just forwards to the pencil markings. The letters are shaped 

characteristically to Blake’s hand. An example comes from the front matter in which Blake 

laconically responds: “A Mock[.]”116 The pencil underneath is thick and shadowy, suggestive of 

writing with a dull pencil. The black ink layered on top is smaller in character size and shifted 

towards the upper left. The letters do not synchronize in size, position, or intensity, indicating 

that Blake himself wrote on top of his original commentary. As mentioned previously, there are 
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California Press, 2007), 10. 
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several types of notes that Blake made using various writing utensils. The annotations that have 

been damaged and in black ink only are instances that prove it could not be Robinson’s work.  

Blake is remarkably steadfast in his opinions, as evidenced by his revisiting and 

affirmation of earlier annotations, but he did not fully develop and expand on many of them until 

1809 in his Descriptive Catalogue. Blake proclaims in an 1809 letter to Ozias Humphry, RA and 

Portrait Painter in Crayons to the King, that he “not only detest[s] False Art,” but has the 

“Courage to say so Publickly [sic].”117 Blake enclosed an admission ticket to the self-run 

exhibition to Mr. Humphry and included the Catalogue Index.118 The ticket given to Mr. 

Humphry may have come with the Descriptive Catalogue to further encourage his interest in the 

exhibition, but even if not included in the package, Blake told him he was ready to give him the 

publication if he attended. I believe The Descriptive Catalogue is a more finalized publication of 

his “quarrel,” as Jackson describes the marginalia, with Reynolds and the art establishment. The 

significance of the annotations to The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds are that they reveal Blake’s 

drafting and prefiguring his aesthetic theories, perhaps even considering any help and approval 

from his circle. 

One of many examples of Blake’s comments in Works appearing later more fully 

conceptualized in the Descriptive Catalogue comes in Malone’s “Account.”119 Malone’s 

footnote praises Reynolds’ astuteness as a colourist, claiming he came close to unearthing the oil 

paint secrets of the Renaissance Venetian school. Blake writes first on the outside margin, “Oil 

Colours will not do,” followed by a footer annotation: “Why are we told that Reynolds is a Great 
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Colourist & yet inferior to the Venetians[?]”120 Later, in the Advertisement of the Exhibition 

(1809), Blake expanded:  

Oil will not drink or absorb Colour enough to stand the test of very little Time and of the  

Air; it grows yellow, and at length brown. It was never generally used till after  

VANDYKE'S time. All the little old Pictures, called cabinet Pictures, are in Fresco, and  

not in Oil. Fresco Painting is properly Miniature, or Enamel Painting; every thing [sic] in  

Fresco is as high finished as Miniature or Enamel, although in Works larger than Life.  

The Art has been lost: I have recovered it. How this was done, will be told, together with  

the whole Process, in a Work on Art, now in the Press. The ignorant Insults of  

Individuals will not hinder me from doing my duty to my Art. Fresco Painting, as it is  

now practised, is like most other things, the contrary of what it pretends to be.121  

He goes onto claim in the Advertisement that he was cast out of the Royal Academy because of 

his use of watercolour, or what he renames ‘fresco;’ the reason he resorted to managing and 

putting on his own exhibition. The declaration that he has recovered this lost art directly 

correlates to Malone’s assertion that Reynolds had nearly recovered the brilliance of Venetian oil 

paint mixtures and methods; while Reynolds was close, Blake proclaims only he has truly 

completed the task of finding the lost method of true art. The annotations show that Blake was 

developing this idea in earlier years. 

Blake’s access to his own commentary is important to his consistency and clarity of 

thought. One of his annotations to Works hints at the way his rereading of his commentary 

worked:  

I read Locke on Human Understanding & Bacons Advancement of Learning on Every  
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one of these Books I wrote my Opinions & on looking them over find that my Notes on  

Reynolds in this Book are exactly Similar. I felt the Same Contempt & Abhorrence then;  

that I do now.122  

Blake seems to have kept his annotated books near him to allow him to revisit and analyse his 

opinions and comparing them with related works. This constant process of revision and editing, 

which he sometimes attempts to veil from the public, was central to the process of writing the 

Descriptive Catalogue. Much of the diction included in Descriptive Catalogue cannot be found 

in the Notebook (despite several poems decrying the supposed genius of Reynolds) or in other 

incarnations – however, there are clear links between it and the annotations to Works. In efforts 

to be seen by the public, Blake made his annotations and therefore, opinions, even more public 

by creating the Descriptive Catalogue to go alongside the exhibition. As Jackson argues, Blake 

certainly meant to publish his views by writing in the margins of Works, but after years of 

increasingly hostile feelings towards the English art world, he ultimately chose to publish for 

(hopefully) a larger audience than his friends who borrowed his books. 

 The relationship with books was changing rapidly in the late eighteenth century and it is 

essential that we consider the materiality of the book as an object. Other scholars have expertly 

begun this course of action by resituating the book into sociability and influence. I believe that 

annotations should be treated similarly. Blake’s marginalia in the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds 

have been often cited and used for historicizing the Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds, and 

Blake himself. I believe that by considering the various writing utensils he used, the possibility 

of other readers encountering his annotations, and the revisiting of his marginalia will be 
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invaluable to Blake scholarship. His choice to develop his ideas on art in this work was a 

deliberate choice. In the next part of the thesis, I will examine this choice of text. 

  



59 

 

Part Two: Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Influence on Blake 
 

William Blake’s marginalia in The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds (1798) are scattered 

disproportionately across the first volume. Out of three volumes, only the first is annotated. Most 

of the marginalia in fact occurs in Edmond Malone’s “Some Account of the Life and Writings of 

Sir Joshua Reynolds,” the first substantial section of the book located directly after the Contents 

and Letter to the King. Blake may have elected to write the majority of his commentary in the 

beginning section, recognizing that not all readers would be willing to endure three volumes of 

Reynolds’ literary oeuvre in order to engage Blake’s annotated reactions. The nearly complete 

publication of all of Reynolds’ writing, includes his recollections of trips to Flanders and 

Holland, and his Idler essays, which may not have appealed to readers that were friends of 

Blake’s. Regardless of the clustering of his annotations, Blake had certainly read all the work. 

Several early annotations show a synthesis of comments on ideas from the second and third 

volumes into his commentary in the first. A reader would not miss Blake’s aesthetic and political 

declarations, although they would miss Reynolds’ if they didn’t move forward after the first 

volume, or even after the first section.  

Alternatively, the locus of the marginalia may point to something more individual. Blake 

could be declaring that as consumers and connoisseurs in art, we are obligated to recognize the 

artist as the individual – especially if their words and actions are deleterious to the state of art. 

Blake often condemns Reynolds as the figurehead of the British art world, most likely because of 

his prestigious institutional duty as the first president of the Royal Academy. While there were 

other societies and circles intended to promote British art, none were so clearly identified and 

promoted as the key institution for British art as the Royal Academy. At this point, I will attempt 

to lay out something of Reynolds’s role at the pinnacle of what British Art represented to the 
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world. Next, I will examine and explore popular reactions to Reynolds and his Discourses from 

the likes of William Hazlitt, John Constable, James Barry, and Catherine the Great. Finally, I 

will attempt to summarize and clarify the elements and critical points of the lectures 

contemporaneous to Blake’s annotations (meaning, I will not factor in the so-called Ironical 

Discourse, which went unpublished in this edition). In doing so, I hope to make clear the points 

of contention between Reynolds and Blake. 
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2.1 Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Cultural and Artistic Authority 

Born in Plympton, Devonshire to a clergyman schoolmaster, Joshua Reynolds received a slightly 

lacking education, yet appears to have been an independently focused reader. He copied 

quotations of interest in his commonplace book from authors like Pliny, Seneca, Ben Jonson, 

Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Bacon, and his personal favourite, Alexander Pope.123 James 

Northcote, Reynolds’ biographer and student, recognizes his master’s lack of a sophisticated 

early education: “the mass of general knowledge by which he was distinguished was the result of 

much studious application in his riper years.”124 At age 17, he convinced his father to apprentice 

him to the portrait painter Thomas Hudson, a prolific artist who completed at least 400 portraits, 

about eighty of which were engraved. Hudson’s studio was a busy one, where other students like 

Joseph Wright of Derby and John Hamilton Mortimer would begin their careers. Hudson also 

employed the skilled drapery painter Joseph van Aken. A letter from Samuel Reynolds, Joshua’s 

father, is evidence of the young artist’s rapid improvement:  

Joshua goes on very well…Dr. Huxham, who saw a Laocoön [sic], a drawing of his, said 

that he who drew that would be the first hand in England. Mr. Tucker, a painter in 

Plymouth, who saw that and three or four more, admired them exceedingly, as I had it 

from Mr. Cranch; yet when he saw drawings of Joshua’s, in his second year (of his 

apprenticeship), he still saw an improvement.125 
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Another letter from Samuel reports that “as for Joshua, nobody, by his letter to me, was ever 

better pleased in his employment in his master, in everything – ‘While I am doing this I am the 

happiest creature alive,’ was the way Reynolds described his position.”126 The happiness 

dissipated as Hudson and Reynolds severed the apprenticeship earlier than anticipated. There is 

debate about the events leading up to the split: James Northcote asserts that Hudson was jealous 

of Reynolds’ abilities and style; Joseph Farington recounts an anecdote over a delayed canvas 

delivery to have been completed by Reynolds; Nicholas Penny suggested that it may have been 

that Hudson offered nothing more to learn; and Reynolds’ father shares to Mr. Cutcliffe that the 

separation was mutual and amicable.   

In 1749, Reynolds embarked on a Grand Tour visiting Lisbon, Cadiz, Gibraltar, Minorca, 

and Rome. In Port Mahón, on Minorca, Reynolds was disfigured by a horse-riding accident. The 

horse unexpectedly reared and bolted, causing Reynolds to suffer a severely lacerated lip, which 

resulted in an operation to have a portion of it removed.127 During his recovery in Minorca, he 

was taken in by British soldiers stationed there, and painted portraits of all the officers. In an 

ongoing theme of misfortune, Reynolds fell ill in Rome, which he blamed on a chill he 

experienced while painting in the Vatican, although some sources consider this a hereditary 

affliction.128 Regardless of the cause, he would use a silver ear trumpet the rest of his life. This 

tool would later become a signifier for him in various interpretations: drawing attention to his 
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figure and as commentary on his social behaviour at the Royal Academy (see figures 7 and 8) 

and as a metaphor in Blake’s scorn.  

 
Figure 7. Johan Joseph Zoffany, The Academicians of the Royal Academy, 1771-1772, oil 

on canvas, 40 x 58” (101.1 x 147.5 cm), Royal Collection Trust, London, United 

Kingdom, https://www.rct.uk/collection/400747/the-academicians-of-the-royal-academy. 
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Figure 8. Johan Joseph Zoffany, detail of The Academicians of the Royal Academy, 1771-

1772, oil on canvas, 40 x 58” (101.1 x 147.5 cm), Royal Collection Trust, London, 

United Kingdom, https://www.rct.uk/collection/400747/the-academicians-of-the-royal-

academy. 

  

Upon the recommendation of an early patron, Lord George Edgcumben, Reynolds set up a studio 

in London in October 1752. He quickly established himself as a favoured portrait painter, and 

soon found himself proudly sharing the name of some of his more illustrious sitters: “I find I 

have but a little room left so must tell you as fast I can who of the principal people that I have 

drawn and leave you to conclude the rest” which included the likes of lords, ladies, and 

Commodore Keppel.129 His early success gave him a prime opportunity to forge long-lasting and 

meaningful relationships with important figures of the time like Edmund Burke and Dr. Samuel 

Johnson. Johnson and Reynolds were introduced to each other by James Boswell in 1754. 

 
129 McIntyre, Joshua Reynolds: The Life and Times, 80. 
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Although Johnson was ignorant of the arts, Reynolds was inspired by his friend: “the 

observations he made on poetry, on life, and on everything about us, I applied to our art, with 

what success others must judge.”130 The admiration for intellect was mutual, as Johnson 

expressed, “when Reynolds tells me something, I consider myself as possessed of an idea the 

more.”131 The relationship was particularly beneficial to Reynolds, however, as his first 

published writings appeared in Johnson’s Idler.  

In 1764, Reynolds and Johnson established The Club or the Literary Club. It boasted 

renowned members like Oliver Goldsmith, Edmund Burke, and Adam Smith. Charles Burney 

described the group as:  

composed of the heads of every liberal and literary profession, that we might not talk 

nonsense on any subject that might be started but have somebody to refer to in our doubts 

and discussions, by whose Science we might be enlightened.132  

As Mark Hallett describes it, The Club was a unique assembly “devoted to the pursuit of learned 

and witty conversation,” centred around Johnson, who was very much an intellectual celebrity at 

the time.133 The benefits of these conversations found their way into Discourses as Reynolds 

affectionately related that,  
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our hearts, frequently warmed in this manner by the contact of those whom we wish to 

resemble, will undoubtedly catch something of their way of thinking; and we shall 

receive in our own bosoms some radiation at least of their fire and splendor.134  

The Club granted Reynolds substantial access to influential circles on a broad front, and he was 

also involved in the development of a new institutional landscape for the visual arts. Another 

group that Reynolds was part of was London’s Society of Artists (active 1759-1791): a collective 

interested in sharing other intellectual and cultural pursuits of the time.135 The society included 

painters, sculptors, architects, and engravers interested in showcasing their art to the public. 

Looking towards the continental societies, they agreed to premiere artists’ works by establishing 

an annual exhibition of which the first took place on April 21, 1760. The showcase was 

successful but planning for the next exhibition proved to be a tumultuous process, eventually 

resulting in several schisms. In 1755, An Essay in Two Parts, On the Necessity and Form of a 

Royal Academy for Painting, Sculpture and Architecture was published in London, perhaps 

written by John Nesbit or John Gwynn. The author explains that English art seekers spend 

fortunes on paintings completed by foreign hands and travel to experience art elsewhere “as if 

the air and soil that gave birth to a Shakespeare and a Bacon, a Milton and a Newton” could not 

foster art.136 The author continues:  

If the national character ought to be consistent, the present wild and neglected state of the 

arts [in England], and of painting in particular, is worthy of attention and concern…to 
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bring about this desirable end, it has been thought expedient to solicit the establishment 

of a Royal Academy.137  

The author included a listing of like-minded artists to the end of the essay where Reynolds’ name 

appears, revealing his collaboration. Despite this coalition pushing for a site to encourage British 

art, the artists, again, found it difficult to compromise on their values. Eventually, in 1768, an 

improved petition initiated the founding of an academy. The objectives were to promote 

academic British art and showcase the results in an annual exhibition. William Chambers, 

Benjamin West, George Moser, and Francis Cotes prepared an agenda for a royal academy 

which led to the Royal Academy’s inauguration on December 10, 1768, signed off by King 

George III. Shortly after the petition was approved, Reynolds was unanimously elected President 

of the Royal Academy and knighted.  

Between 1769 and 1790, Reynolds set out his academic agenda for the Royal Academy 

in a series of lectures during prize ceremonies. He delivered two lectures in the founding year; 

annually, the next three years; and afterwards only every other year, apart from moving to 

Somerset Place in 1779. Edmond Malone points out that “it was no part of the prescribed duty of 

his office to read lectures”, but he “voluntarily imposed this task upon himself” to inspire 

students and dispense aesthetic observations.138 Reynolds’ final lecture to the Academy in 

December of 1790, was a momentous gathering with eminent artists, intellectual celebrities, and 

highly admired dignitaries in the audience when suddenly a gigantic crash and rupture happened 

– the floor gave way. The attendees panicked and rushed for the doors and sides of the walls but 

fortunately, the floor did not fall through, and the lecture continued. After the ceremony, the 

floor was inspected and “one of the beams for its support had actually given way from the great 
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weight of the assembly.”139 In this moment, Reynolds told Northcote that had the floor and 

ceiling collapsed, most of the listeners would have died instantly, “and if so, the arts, in this 

country would have been thrown two hundred years back.”140  

 Reynolds’ approach to art would continue to be important in the coming years, certainly 

in the realm of colour. In 2010, the Wallace Collection and the Paul Mellon Centre co-sponsored 

a campaign called the Reynolds Research Project to analyse the technicalities of his technique 

and conserve the paintings as many of the pictures have suffered even during the artist’s lifetime 

due to his extensive experimentation. Using x-ray technology, conservators and art historians 

alike have examined the paintings to better understand his goals to generate new effects of 

colour, tone, and depth using various pigments, varnishes, glazes, and oils. Some of these 

concoctions included beeswax, spermaceti, copaiba balsam, bitumen, and lake pigments. Lake 

pigments are created by the act of precipitation: where a liquid is suspended in a binding agent 

creating solid matter. Reynolds commonly used red lake pigment which is responsible for the 

fading flesh tones in several of his paintings. He confided in Northcote that vermilion did not 

appear to lend a realistic flush to skin and found that red lake, made from the crushed husks of 

cochineal insects, gave an earthy vivacity.141 Unfortunately, with exposure to light, the reddish 

tint flattened to a ghostly pallor as seen in his 1755 portrait of Charles Churchill (see figure 9).  

 
139 James Northcote, Memoirs of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Knight, (London: Henry Colburn, 1813), 363. 
140 Northcote, Memoirs, 363. 
141 Northcote, Life, 18. 



69 

 

 
Figure 9. Joshua Reynolds, Charles Churchill, 1755, oil on canvas, 47.6 x 38” (120.7 x 

96.5 cm), National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Canada, 

https://www.gallery.ca/collection/artwork/charles-churchill. 

 

According to Alexandra Gent, Thomas Hudson’s studio followed Thomas Bardwell’s 

prescriptive method from The Practice of Painting and Perspective (1756) to completing a 

painting in the most efficient method: building up a picture in many layers, including the practice 

of dead-coloring.142 Dead-coloring is the technique of applying monochromatic tones previous to 

the application of final colors, intended to eliminate flat or dull appearances in the final result. 

This technique remained in Reynolds’ toolbelt, as evidenced by his reluctance to remove paint 

 
142 Lucy Davis, Mark Hallet, Alexandra Gent, Joshua Reynolds: Experiments in Paint (London: 
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and election to persist with more layers of paint, covering mistakes or changes of heart.143 

Reynolds’ innovations lay in the use and misuse of various chemicals to the pictures. He kept 

ledgers that he called “technical notes,” written in several languages, chronicling the success or 

failure of his concoctions. For example, he recognized and soon abandoned the cracking, 

“alligator skin” effect caused by bitumen.144 Bitumen, often found in asphalt and road surfacing, 

is a natural, sticky substance intended to enhance deep, dark tones. Due to the tarry nature of the 

substance, it never dries and with the addition of wet oils on top of it, creates air pockets which 

result in cracks and flaking paint. Despite becoming widely-known for his rapidly deteriorating 

pictures, Sir George Beaumont wrote to Oldfield Bowles of North Aston, father of Miss Jane 

Bowles (see figure 10): “take the chance; even a faded picture from Reynolds will be the finest 

thing you have.”145  
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Figure 10. Joshua Reynolds, Miss Jane Bowles, 1775-1776, oil on canvas, 36 x 28” (91 x 

70.9 cm), Wallace Collection, London, United Kingdom. 

 

Perhaps due to his broad social network and celebrity as the foremost English painter, Sir Joshua 

Reynolds’ death in 1792 was a grandiose funerary event. Malone recounted: 

The spectators, both in the church and in the street were innumerable. The shops were 

shut, the windows of every house filled, and the people in the streets, who seemed to 

share in the general sorrow, beheld the whole with respect and silence.146 

The noble company of mourners made up of several Dukes, Marquises, Earls, Knights, and 

Lords travelled in 42 coaches and an additional 49 arrived empty, signifying the presence of 

those who could not travel.147 Perhaps Reynolds’ closest friend, Edmund Burke, wrote a heartfelt 

eulogy that expounded on his amiable personality but also his aptitude as an artist: 
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He was the first Englishman, who added the praise of the elegant arts to the other glories 

of his country…He had too much merit not to excite some jealousy, too much innocence 

to provoke any enmity. The loss of no man of his time can be felt with more sincere, 

general, and unmixed sorrow.148 

While Reynolds’ influence was monumental, it is important to consider the influences upon 

Reynolds’ artistic approaches as it rapidly becomes clear that inspiration came from all springs. 

As Scott J. Juengel expressed, Blake was “a notoriously quarrelsome figure,” as his “letters, 

notebooks, annotations, and other commonplace writings often read like an extensive catalogue 

of specific and petty grievances.”149 While I do not subscribe to this “jaundiced perspective” of 

Blake, I do agree with Juengel that Blake tended to display “envious disputation, insecurity, and 

professional resentment” in regards to the eighteenth century art world.150 Because of Reynolds’ 

affable personality, he was often the part of wide and varied social circles. Described as a man of 

conversation and interest, he became one of the first celebrities. It is certainly true that he 

gleaned much of his worldview by sharing with his friends – in fact, he often recommended it.151 

Because of this breadth of social interaction, Reynolds’ influences (social and otherwise) may 

have influenced Blake to pick up Works to work through his artistic theories and observations.152 

The echoes of Burke and Johnson throughout Reynolds’ literary works have been expertly traced 

by other scholars, yet virtually everyone agrees that there was no plagiarism or ghost-writing that 
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Beauclerk, and Oliver Goldsmith. Blake responded to this note with: “Oliver Goldsmith? never should 

have known such knaves[.]” For this annotation and context, see E640. 
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occurred despite rumours abounding at the time.153 Johnson would have had encountered 

significant issues writing Discourses as he was largely unfamiliar with art. Northcote described a 

dinner at Reynolds’ home with the majority of guests being artists and Dr. Johnson. Upon the 

conversation of Richardson’s essays on the arts and criticism, Johnson remembered that he read 

it once and “did not think it possible to say so much upon the art.”154 Reynolds’ poor hearing 

affected his reception of Johnson’s comment and he asked someone to repeat it to him. The guest 

who echoed Johnson’s comment spoke very loudly, and Johnson, embarrassed, “but I did not 

wish, Sir, that Sir Joshua should have been told what I then said.”155 This interaction, among 

others, shows the lack of will on Johnson’s part to write the Discourses for Reynolds. The 

rumour that Burke wrote Discourses circulated after the Johnson as ghost-writer theory occurred. 

Malone confirmed that Burke had confidently told him that he did not write any of the essays.156 

In 1790, Burke wrote to Malone praising Discourses and the author: “He is always the same 

man; the same philosophical observer, with the same minuteness, without the smallest degree of 

trifling.”157 Northcote expanded on his position that Burke would not have been able to have 

“written the foregoing criticism on art without the powerful assistance of Reynolds,” suggesting 

that if one influenced the other, then it was Reynolds who influenced Burke.158  

 
153 Blake referenced these rumours in the annotations to Works. Reynolds conceded that while the 

Venetian painters had “extraordinary skill,” their approach to colour would be detrimental to history 

painting and the grand style. In the margin, Blake wrote, “<Somebody Else wrote this page for Reynolds I 

think that Barry or Fuseli wrote it[.]” For more on this, see E651. 
154 Northcote, Memoirs of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 236. 
155 Northcote, Memoirs, 236. 
156 Malone, ed., Works, I:xliv. 
157 Northcote, Life, 317. 
158 James Northcote, Supplement to the Memoirs of the Life, Writings, Discourses, and Professional 

Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Knt. Comprising Additional Anecdotes of His Distinguished 

Contemporaries (London: Henry Colburn, 1815), cxxiv. 
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Reynolds demonstrated his wide range of earlier influences in his writing, but he was also 

familiar with and deeply indebted to the critical art theorists of the period. In 1783, William 

Mason published an edited translation of Charles Alphonse du Fresnoy featuring annotations by 

Reynolds. The additions to the text are typically a summary or translation of what du Fresnoy 

described. For example, Fresnoy wrote “Fair in the front in all the blaze of light, / The Hero of 

thy piece should meet the sight,” and Reynolds laconically sums up: “the principal Figure.”159 

His commentary is not intended to encourage discussion or cast shadows of doubt or pleasure 

over the theory, but rather acts as a middleman between the lofty verse and the reader’s 

understanding. Nevertheless, Reynolds shaped du Fresnoy’s writing into what he believed it 

should mean to any young artist. 

 Regarding other continental artistic theorists, Reynolds was also familiar with Roger de 

Piles. Throughout Works it is not Reynolds that cited him but mostly Malone in the footnotes. In 

“Discourse Eight,” the lecture in which Reynolds reminded the students that novelty, variety, and 

contrast “in their excess become defects” would be distracting and detrimental to their art and 

that simplicity is the key to successful art.160 Malone directed attention to de Piles’ 

recommendations to portrait painters that artists, like Hyacinthe Rigaud, “a painter of great merit 

in many respects,” can be diminished by his “total absence of simplicity in every sense.”161 In 

Reynolds’ final lecture to the Academy, he reminisced about his experience in Rome, where he 

found exquisite and overwhelmingly excellent art but bemoaned that “Nature which is so 

admirable in the inferior schools [still life]” was sacrificed due to the suggestion of Du [sic] 

Piles.162 He continued that his opinions were awry as a young man and now that he had “taken 

 
159 Reynolds, Works, II:16. 
160 Reynolds, Works, II:16. 
161 Reynolds, Works, I:256. 
162 Reynolds, Works, II:191-192. 
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every opportunity of recommending a rational method of study” he can assert that “Reason in 

part, but not in the whole, has been much the object of these Discourses.”163 De Piles’ approach 

to art was certainly different from Reynolds’ in that he believed that colour, not line, was of the 

utmost importance. Additionally, he lauded the notion that genius, imagination, and expression 

cannot be taught or learned. This subject would appear in Reynolds’ many lectures during his 

time as the President of the Royal Academy. 

In Malone’s opening statements about Reynolds’ life and writing, one name is mentioned 

consistently in the early development of his aesthetic rationale: Jonathan Richardson. Richardson 

is regarded as “more influential as a writer” than a painter as he produced one of the first works 

of artistic theory in England, entitled An Essay on the Theory of Painting (1715), which he would 

later develop into An Essay on the Whole Art of Criticism as it Relates to Painting and an 

Argument on Behalf of the Science of a Connoisseur (1719). Richardson argued that for painting 

to take its (rightful) place alongside the sister arts of drama and poetry, it would be required to 

either perfectly match or ideally outweigh the qualities of the other genres. The elements of 

proper painting consist of: Invention, “to make himself Master of it as delivered by Historians, or 

otherwise; and then to consider how to Improve it, keeping within the Bounds of Probability;” 

Expression, “whatever the general Character of the Story is;” Composition, “putting together for 

the advantage of the whole…determination of the painter as to certain Attitudes, and Colours;” 

Colouring, referring simply to the choices; Handling, “the manner of using the Pen, Chalk, or 

Pencil;” Grace, and Greatness, “A Painter’s Own Mind Should have Grace, and Greatness; That 

should be Beautifully, and Nobly form’d [sic].”164  

 
163 Reynolds, Works, I:192. 
164 Reynolds, Works, I:41; Reynolds, Works, I:87; Reynolds, Works, I:117-118; Reynolds, Works, I:164; 

Reynolds, Works, I:209. 
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Richardson’s belief that “Grace, and Greatness” of mind were just as important to a 

painter as the measured ability to paint properly were an important influence on Reynolds. The 

application of painting to the promotion of civic virtues is found in Discourses time and time 

again. John Barrell’s The Political Theory of Painting grapples with the idea of civic virtue as it 

influenced the artists of the period, Reynolds chief among them. History painting was associated 

with a quality of ‘mind’ that was able to grasp civic virtue and communicate its values to the 

public. Portrait painting, a potentially lucrative business, pandering to individual vanity, was not 

readily associated with these higher values. Richardson, unlike Lord Shaftesbury, who dismissed 

portraits as ‘mere mechanics’ thought portrait painting could aspire to the same public values as 

history painting. He also pointed out that Richardson’s circumstances would affect the impact of 

Reynolds’ reception as well – the unique position of income generated largely as a portrait 

painter rather than a history painter. It seems nearly impossible for a chiefly commercial artist to 

demand ethical and aesthetic requirements while focusing on more lucrative options. Lord 

Shaftesbury dismissed portraitists as “mere mechanics,” a phrase that Reynolds would 

appropriate to describe capable Royal Academy students that rise “beyond that of mere 

mechanicks [sic].”165 Richardson claimed that unlike the other arts, painting (including 

portraiture) alone can accurately express the ideas and virtues of the painter to the public: 

And this is a Language Universal; Men of all Nations hear the Poet, Moralist, Historian, 

Divine, or whatever other Character the Painter assumes, Speaking to them in their own 

Mother Tongue. Painting has another advantage over Words, and that is, it Pours Ideas 

into our Minds, Words only Drop them.166 

 
165 Reynolds, Works, I:55. 
166 Jonathan Richardson, the Elder, The Works of Jonathan Richardson. Containing I. The Theory of 

Painting. II. Essay on The Art of Criticism, (So Far as It Relates to Painting). III. The Science of a 

Connoisseur. A New Edition, Corrected, with the Additions of An Essay on the Knowledge of Prints, and 
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This universal language of imagery, told by the skilful and mindful painter, would be an 

invaluable asset to any nation. This would particularly apply to Great Britain which had not had 

the luxury of long established academies of art (unlike the continent). In 1792, the editor of The 

Works of Jonathan Richardson, in the opening dedication letter to Reynolds stated that if 

Richardson were still alive, he would have “congratulated his Country on the Prospect” of an 

Academy that could rival European schools of painting. He rested his praise with “at the same 

Time he would have confessed that our admirable Discourses would have rendered his own 

Writings less necessary.”167  

From this perspective, Reynolds lectures, published as Discourses on Art, crowned the 

success of British painting, confirming its status as an intellectual enterprise with genuine public 

benefits. They were translated into several European languages (French, German, and Italian) 

during his lifetime and well over thirty English language editions came out after his death. The 

lectures are largely theoretical and intended to not only guide thought but to stimulate the hearts 

and minds of the students. Reynolds was cautious to present his perspectives as an art theorist, 

instead, he preferred to state that his lectures were drawn from years of observation as a 

practicing and working artist. Perhaps one of the most revealing statements of Reynolds’ 

approach to art and the lectures would be his declaration that “the great end of the art is to strike 

the imagination.”168 In his thirteenth discourse he insisted that “the true test of all the arts is not 

solely whether the production is a true copy of nature, but whether it answers the end of art, 

which is to produce a pleasing effect upon the mind.”169 

 
Cautions to Collectors. Ornamented with Portraits by Worlidge, &c. of the Most Eminent Painters 

Mentioned. Dedicated, by Permission, to Sir Joshua Reynolds. The Whole Intended as a Supplement to 

the Anecdotes of Painters and Engravers (Strawberry Hill, London: B. White and Son, 1792), 4. 
167 Richardson, The Works of Jonathan Richardson, vi. 
168 Reynolds, Works, I:84. 
169 Reynolds, Works, II:136. 
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Like Richardson, Reynolds encouraged students at the Academy to practice and develop 

their mechanical mastery of the arts. In the early stages of becoming a successful artist, the 

importance of dexterity and mastery of the tools of art is the main source of labour. Northcote 

related that Reynolds “used to say that for many years he laboured harder with his pencil than 

any mechanic had ever worked at his trade for bread.”170 Reynolds does grant in the lectures, 

however, that after the initial mastery, the practice and discipline of painting will become a 

mental, inventive labour instead of the baser, craft task. He also admitted the flexibility and 

fragility of artistic rules for more advanced artists, when contemplating Roger de Piles’ view that 

the main character should be centre stage, Reynolds said that the artist “would encumber himself 

with needless difficulties…other considerations of greater consequence often stand in the 

way.”171 This is one of the many instances of Reynolds’ contradictions would arise. In Discourse 

Two, he asserted that “nothing is denied to well directed labour: nothing is to be obtained 

without it,” and that persistence and practice with mechanical abilities “will produce effects 

similar to those which some call the results of natural powers.”172 However, in the twelfth 

discourse, he stated that it is futile to teach methodology to the untalented and “those who have 

talents will find methods for themselves, methods dictated to them by their own particular 

dispositions, and by the experience of their own particular necessities.”173 Perhaps Reynolds saw 

a shred of his own situation in this statement, as Northcote once casually reported to James 

Ward:  

 
170 William Hazlitt, Conversations of James Northcote, Esq., R.A. (London: Henry Colburn and Richard 

Bentley, New Burlington Street, 1830), 219. 
171 Reynolds, Works, II:268. 
172 Reynolds, Works, I:326. 
173 Reynolds, Works, II:59. 
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He [Reynolds] was unquestionably a genius but as a teacher he was the worst master 

possible. He had no regular education himself, and could not even draw a hand, except as 

an object of sight. What he did was entirely from the force of his genius alone, and 

genius, you know, cannot be communicated.174 

Scholars like Robert B. Wark have suggested that the contradictions here are actually a question 

of address. The earlier comments are directed to the needs of students at the beginning of their 

studies, whereas the latter discourse is for an audience of nearly professional artists.175 These 

contradictions would agitate the likes of William Hazlitt who titled his essay “On certain 

Inconsistencies in Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses.”176  In the manner of inconsistency 

however, Benjamin Haydon would later state that thanks to Reynolds’ Discourses, he felt 

compelled to become a painter; after all, Reynolds, “expressed so strong a conviction that all 

men were equal and that application made the difference.”177  

  

 
174 Northcote, William Hazlitt, ed., Conversations, 71. 
175 Wark, ed., Discourses on Art, xx. 
176 For more on Hazlitt’s reaction to Reynolds’ Discourses on Art, see “Reynolds and Hazlitt” by Eugene 

Clinton Elliott in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 21, Issue 1, 73-79, 1962 and “General 

and Invariable Ideas of Nature: Joshua Reynolds and his Critical Descendants” by Sarah Howe in The 

English Association, Vol. 54, 1-13, 2005. 
177 Benjamin Robert Haydon, Life of Benjamin Robert Haydon, Historical Painter, ed. Tom Taylor, 2 vols 

(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1853), 2:14. 
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2.2 Analysis of Reynolds’ Most Contentious Perspectives to Blake 
 

Reynolds placed diligent study of the Old Masters at the centre of his idea of an education in 

Fine Art. They were the key to the development of original invention and even Genius. He 

explained in Discourse VI: “the mind is but a barren soil; a soil which is soon exhausted, and 

will produce no crop, or only one, unless it be continuously fertilized and enriched with foreign 

matter.”178 For Reynolds it was important that students sought some form of inspiration in 

previous achievements beyond their own natural resources. He does not specifically mean that 

the inspirational artists should be foreign or explore foreign lands, but rather they should be of a 

different time, place, etc. to be truly considered an Old Master worth studying. It is important to 

keep in mind that he was speaking to an audience largely comprised of students at the Academy, 

it was clear that his motivation was to continue their academic engagement. It was a position that 

he repeated again and again: “I know but of one method of shortening the road; this is, by a 

careful study of the works of the ancient sculptors[;]” “the great use of studying our predecessors 

is, to open the mind, to shorten our labour, and to give us the result of the selection made by 

those great minds of what is grand or beautiful in nature…it is an art of long dedication and great 

experience to know how to find it[;]”and “the daily food and nourishment of the mind of an 

Artist is found in the great works of his predecessors. There is no other way for him to become 

great himself.”179 In other words, Reynolds argued that not only have previous artists 

encountered the same obstacles as the amateur artists before him but that the student can only 

achieve success through careful study of those who came before them. He expands on this when 

speaking of Michelangelo in his final discourse, that painters like Francis Floris and Jerom [sic] 

 
178 Reynolds, Works, I:157-158. 
179 Reynolds, Works, I:60; Reynolds, Works, I:162-163; Reynolds, Works, II:92. 
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Cock gazed upon Michelangelo’s works but when they returned to Flanders, “like seeds falling 

on a soil not prepared or adapted to their nature, the manner of Michael Angelo thrived but little 

with them.”180 However, this is not the fault of the Flemish artists, after all, “we are born with 

this taste, though we are with the seeds of it, which, by the heat and kindly influence of his 

[Michelangelo’s] genius, may be ripened in us.”181 When Floris and Cock observed and studied 

him, they had yet to develop or cultivate a sense of taste at least from Reynolds’ perspective, that 

could be ripened by encountering Michelangelo. 

Blake and Reynolds agreed more than is sometimes imagined when it came to the 

importance of studying the Old Masters, but they did disagree as to whose example was the most 

worthwhile. Debates about the canon of the Old Masters continues, but generally the roster 

includes Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti 

Simoni, Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, Sir Anthony van Dyck, Alessandro di Mariano di 

Vanni Filipepi Botticelli, among others.182 Christie’s, the British auction house, and company, 

has an entire department of sales devoted to the Old Masters. They boast that in recent auctions, 

the sale of Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi amounted to a record $450 million in 2017, 

overwhelming the previous year’s sale of Rubens’ Lot and his Daughters for £45 million.183 

These two examples provide some insight into what British institutions consider Old Masters 

now: works from European artists that exhibit excellencies of the movements they originate 

 
180 Reynolds, Works, II:202. 
181 Reynolds, Works, II:207. 
182 Note that the names of these artists have been written in many different formats over the centuries. For 

example, Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni is simply known as Michelangelo currently. 

However, Reynolds would sometimes segment his name into “Michael” followed by “Angelo.” Raffaello 

Sanzio da Urbino, now known simply as Raphael, has also changed. Blake would sometimes write 

“Rafael” and at other times, “Raphael.” I have not changed the spelling or presentation of these artists in 

Reynolds’ or Blake’s writing.  
183 Christie’s, “Old Masters and Early British Paintings,” Christie’s Auctions & Private Sales, n.d., 

https://www.christies.com/departments/old-master-and-early-british-paintings-70-1.aspx. 
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from.184 This interpretation is best summed up by their assurance to future buyers: “Not every 

old master costs tens of millions of pounds. The specialness, rarity, depth, craft and value of 500 

years of art history can be collected for as little as £10,000.”185 Ian Chilvers surely must have 

recognized the prevalence of these canonical debates when writing the entry for “Old Master” in 

the Oxford Dictionary of Art as, “an imprecise but useful term employed as a blanket phrase to 

cover European artists (particularly painters) from the Renaissance up to about 1800; the term is 

applied also to their works, so an Old Master can be a picture as well as a person.”186  

Before analysing the views on the Old Masters entertained by Reynolds and Blake, it is 

useful to think about the different ways in which the two men encountered them. For example, 

what did it mean for them ‘to study’ the Old Masters? To study could mean several things in the 

context of Discourses on Art. Samuel Johnson defined it in two significant ways: “to think with 

very close application; to muse” and “to endeavour diligently.”187 In art, a study has come to 

mean a sketch, painting, or any other medium prepared prior to a more finished piece. In these 

definitions, the act of meditating and drawing from other artists has an end goal in mind: a 

finalized understanding or work. As mentioned previously, Reynolds had been on the Grand 

Tour and spent much of his time in Italy, primarily in Rome. The Sistine Chapel is where he 

claimed to have lost his hearing because of his extended periods of study in the buildings of the 

 
184 For an interesting conversation on the current importance of Old Masters, see “Not just for ‘nerds’: 

vivid stories from the Old Masters,” a conversational essay featuring Keith Christiansen, the John Pope-

Hennessy Chairman of the Department of European Paintings at New York’s Metropolitan Museum. 

https://the-easel.com/essays/vivid-stories-from-the-old-painting-masters/.  
185 Christie’s, “Old Masters.” 
186 The Oxford Dictionary of Art, "Old Master," accessed March 18, 2022, 

http://www.oxfordreference.com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198604761.001.0001/acref

-9780198604761-e-2562. 
187 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language: A Digital Edition of the 1755 Classic by 

Samuel Johnson. Edited by Brandi Besalke. Last modified: December 6, 2012. 

https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/page-view/&i=1964. 

https://the-easel.com/essays/vivid-stories-from-the-old-painting-masters/
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Vatican. Blake, however, never left England in his entire life. The farthest he ventured from 

London was to Sussex, and he was only there for but a brief time, from 1800 to 1803. This does 

not mean that Blake was incapable of fully comprehending the works of these Old Masters, as he 

explained in an annotation to Reynolds, “the Man who never in his Mind & Thoughts traveld 

[sic] to Heaven is No Artist[.]”188 Roger Murray explains that this comment shows that Blake 

believed that the essential elements of important art do not have to be experienced in the actual 

art object. On the contrary, as Murray explains it, “they are evident to him alone who has 

travelled in his mind, not just to the local gallery or to Rome, but to Heaven.”189 One could 

understand this idea as Blake’s belief that he was blessed with an innate and discerning sense of 

vision, which I will analyse further in a later chapter. For Reynolds, it was important to visit the 

Old Master works, to copy and contemplate them. His lengthy journey to Flanders, Holland, 

Italy, and other countries was essential to his training as an artist.  

Blake and Reynolds both greatly admired the Old Masters, but there were other important 

differences beyond the matter of who they included in the category, or how they encountered 

them. Both men have immense admiration for Raphael and Michelangelo, although Blake 

questions if Reynolds did fully understand or appreciated them. In Malone’s account of 

Reynolds’ life, he shared an anecdote of when Reynolds had his first experience of Raphael in 

Italy. Reynolds admitted that “I remember very well my own disappointment, when I first visited 

the Vatican,”190 because he had overlooked the Old Master’s works. He asked one of the 

attendants at the Vatican for the location of Raphael’s frescoes and was dismayed that he passed 

 
188 E646; Reynolds, Works, I:56. In 1784, John Hawkins attempted to raise enough money to secure Blake 

a trip to Italy to study. Ultimately, it failed. 
189 Roger Murray, "Working Sir Joshua: Blake's Marginalia in Reynolds,” British Journal of Aesthetics 7 

(1977), 86. 
190 Malone, ed., Works. I:xiv. 
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by them without recognizing or experiencing, “the effect which he expected.”191 Blake, in an 

attempt to prove the point that a real artist can see Genius without education, says: “I am happy I 

cannot say that Rafael Ever was from my Earliest Childhood hidden from Me. I saw & I Knew 

immediately the difference between Rafael & Rubens[.]”192 With this annotation, Blake provided 

early evidence for the reader of the marginalia that he – not Reynolds - was the superior artist in 

taste and in the ability to recognize genius. “Men who have been Educated with Works of 

Venetian Artists. under their Eyes,” Blake explains, “Cannot see Rafael unless they are born with 

Determinate Organs.”193 Not being able to see Raphael means two different things to Reynolds 

and Blake: for Reynolds, he did not see the works as great at his first glance. For Blake, he could 

see the greatness of Raphael because he was born with and cultivated his abilities – abilities that 

are most likely something more than vision or the visible.  

Admiring Raphael was not only an excellent aesthetic choice in taste but also carried 

patriotic overtones for art critics in this period. The Cartoons, when displayed at Hampton Court, 

ignited conversations and pride among the English. John Shearman explained that it was then 

“that the first steps were taken towards the installation…of Raphael as an honorary 

Englishman.”194 The gigantic works were wildly popular and became national beacons of pride 

and taste.195 Acting as the Lord Mayor of London in 1777, John Wilkes opined that the Cartoons 

and their favourable reception were indicative that the English people would benefit from 

 
191 Malone, ed., Works. I:xiv. 
192 Malone, ed., Works, I:xiv. 
193 Malone, ed., Works, I:xiv. 
194 John Sherman, Raphael’s Cartoons in the Collection of Her Majesty the Queen, and the Tapestries for 

the Sistine Chapel (London: Phaidon, 1972), 151. 
195 For more on the English cultural pride in Raphael’s Cartoons, see Iain Pears, The discovery of 

painting: the growth of interest in the arts in England, 1680–1768 (New Haven, CT, and London, 1988) 

and John Brewer’s The pleasures of the imagination: the emergence of English culture in the eighteenth 

century (London, 1997). 
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increased efforts to purchase books, paintings, and other cultural works by the Royal court. He 

recalled the history of King Charles who paid for the Hampton Court to receive visitors for 

Raphael’s Cartoons and “English nation were then admitted to the rapturous enjoyment of their 

beauties.”196 After King Charles’ execution, the works were removed from view, and Wilkes 

described the national treasures as “perishing in a late baronet’s smoky house at the end of a 

great smoky town.”197 The house Wilkes is referring to is Buckingham Palace where the English 

public could not access the Cartoons. The removal to Buckingham Palace may have inspired 

Blake’s later writing in the Advertisement for his exhibition for his “invention of the portable 

fresco,” a point I will develop in Part Three about The Descriptive Catalogue.198  

Over the years, Reynolds recommended studying the Old Masters to the students of the 

Royal Academy. Addressing the age-old question for students of all subjects – if there are any 

shortcuts to success – he explained: “I know but of one method of shortening the road; this is, by 

a careful study of the works of the ancient sculptors.”199 This is a rare moment in Discourses 

where instead of recommending painters to the students, he engaged with the unique approach 

taken by the Royal Academy’s pedagogy. In other art academies, students began drawing from 

engraved prints, outlines, and drawings by advanced artists; at the Royal Academy, they began 

their scholarship drawing from casts.200 The rationale for this approach, Reynolds suggested, was 

because the Old Master sculptors have created perfect renditions of nature and models that an 

 
196 As quoted from Sharon Fermor and Victoria and Albert Museum, The Raphael Tapestry Cartoons: 

Narrative, Decoration, Design (London: Scala Books in association with the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 1996).  
197 Quotations taken from Sharon Fermor and Victoria and Albert Museum, The Raphael Tapestry 

Cartoons: Narrative, Decoration, Design (London: Scala Books in association with the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, 1996). 
198 E528. This will be expanded on in a later chapter. 
199 Reynolds, Works, I:60. 
200 Holger Hoock, The Royal Academy of Arts and the Politics of British Culture, 1760-1840 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), 55.  
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artist could search their entire lives for.201 He asked rhetorically, “if industry carried them thus 

far, may not you also hope for the same reward from the same labour?”202 In Discourse III, 

where these points are made, more arrangements had been made for more plaster casts to be 

procured to grace the halls of the Royal Academy. The cast of Venus de Medici was gifted to the 

school by the antiquarian Thomas Jenkins in 1769. Joseph Baretti described his understanding of 

the acquisition in his pamphlet Guide Through the Royal Academy in 1781: 

I have been told, that the Original of it was bought at Rome [by Thomas Jenkins]…for 

the enormous sum of three thousand pounds. If the fact is true, this ought to be the Venus 

of all Venuses…it would be a hard matter to make Foreigners believe that such Works of 

Art fetch such prices in England, though the idea of English opulence, of English 

liberality, and of English taste is great every where [sic].203 

Baretti consciously described the power of English commerce and taste in his description of the 

Venus de Medici, instead of the artistic excellencies that students could gain from it being in the 

collection for study. Instead, Reynolds has already made these points in his lectures; here, Baretti 

is acting within his position as the Secretary for Foreign Correspondence for the Royal 

Academy.  However, not all of the sculptures Royal Academy students contemplated were 

incarnations of the pantheon members of the Ancients. For example, the Écorché (French for 

‘flayed’ or ‘skinned’) figure was most likely finished in 1771; these props were and are still used 

as learning aids for medical students and artists alike. William Hunter was the first Professor of 

Anatomy (appointed in 1768) and assisted with the creation and design of this cast; a grotesque 

 
201 Hoock, Royal Academy of Arts and the Politics, 55. 
202 Hoock, Royal Academy of Arts and the Politics, 55. 
203 Joseph Baretti, A Guide Through the Royal Academy (London: T. Cadell, 1781), 29-30. 
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sculpture possibly made from the corpse of a criminal.204 Once the body had been stripped of the 

skin, they were often put in classical poses for the students to study. The Royal Academy’s 

Écorché is set with one arm raised and bent, with the lower body in a contrapposto position, 

which may correspond with illustrations in seminal anatomical treatises like the Fabrica of 

Vesalius.205 

 
Figure 11. Écorché figure, 1771, plaster cast, 5’6 x 2’ x 1.6’ (171.5 x 61 x 47.5 cm), 

143.3 lbs. (65 kg), Royal Academy of Arts, London, United Kingdom. 

 

In Discourse X, Reynolds spoke at great length about the different plaster casts held by the Royal 

Academy and their rightful place in a school of artistic cultivation. All the sculptures that were in 

the Royal Academy during this period could be called Old Masters, even when the artists were 

unknown. For example, when Reynolds lectured on the representation of expressions and 

 
204 Unidentified maker, Écorché Figure, 1771, plaster cast, 171.5 x 61 x 47.5 cm (5.6’ x 2’ x 1.6’ feet), 65 

kg (143.3 lbs.), Royal Academy of Arts, London, United Kingdom. 
205 Écorché Figure. 
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character in sculpture, he argued that the “ancient Sculptors neglected to animate the features, 

even with the general expression of the passions,” with exception to what he calls the “Boxers,” 

what is now entitled The Wrestlers.206 He referred to the work as a “remarkable instance” but 

assured the students that he does not recommend imitating this facet of the piece.207 Although it 

appears that Reynolds appreciated the effect of the passion on their faces, he eventually 

conceded that this is a “frequent deficiency” of sculptors of the past, or merely, “a habit of 

inattention.”208 In other words, Reynolds found the value of The Wrestlers in the fluidity and 

movement of the bodies represented, not the sculptor’s talents himself.209 He extends a similar 

criticism to the Laocoön and his Sons, which Pliny the Elder described as “of all paintings and 

sculptures, the most worthy of admiration.”210 Reynolds regarded the most effective sculptures 

are those in which the emotional range is subtle and in “a very general manner,” but conceded 

that Laocoön and his Sons “have more expression in the countenance than perhaps any other 

antique statues,” but dismissed it as a “general expression” of pain, “more strongly expressed by 

the writ[h]ing and contortion of the body than by the features.”211 He continued, referencing a 

publication that was released shortly before this lecture took place, that the sculptor missed the 

opportunity to rouse a greater intrigue for the spectator by neglecting Laocoön’s distress for his 

children.212 Reynolds commended the author of this sentiment, as someone highly decorated in 

 
206 Reynolds, Works, II:7. 
207 Reynolds, Works, II:7. 
208 Reynolds, Works, II:7. 
209 It is important to remember that the term “Old Master” can refer to an individual work and not 

necessarily and individual artist.  
210 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, ed. E.H. Warmington, 10 vols., (London: William Heinemann 

Limited, 1938), 6:37. 
211 Reynolds, Works, II:22. 
212 Reynolds, Works, II:22. The author that Reynolds referenced here is still unknown. According to 

Robert R. Wark: “Winckelmann in 1764 says just the opposite: his own suffering seems to distress him 

less than that of his children (The History of Ancient Art, Bk. X, Ch. I, Sec. 16). Lessing in 1766 does not 

deal directly with the point in Laokoon [sic]. Hazlitt, in his marginalia to the Discourses, says ‘Locke,’ 
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the art world, but believed that if the sculptor had indulged in portraying the anxiety of the father 

for his sons, the artist would “run great risk of enfeebling the expression, and making it less 

intelligible to the spectator.”213 This sculpture is a significant part of the eighteenth-century 

discourse on expressing the passions in art. Blake would also take up this point of inspiration 

with his own representation of The Laocoön, which will be analysed in further detail in Part 

Three of this thesis. Again, like his reception of The Wrestlers, Reynolds identified these works 

as important to study because they are qualifying as Old Masters, but not necessarily made by 

Old Master artists. 

 
Figure 12. Attributed to Pergamene school and Follower of Lysippus, The Wrestlers, ca. 

370-300 BCE, sculpture cast (plaster), 3’3 x 2’4 x 3’9 (102 x 73 x 119 cm), Royal 

Academy of Arts, London, United Kingdom, https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-

artists/work-of-art/the-wrestlers. 

 

 
presumably William Locke Sr. of Norbury Park, but this cannot be verified.” See Wark’s footnote on pg. 

180 of his edition of Discourses on Art.  
213 Reynolds, Works, II:22. 
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Figure 13. After Athenodorus of Rhodes (fl. ca. AD 10-20) and After Hagesandrus 

(c.100BC - c.20BC) and After Polydoros (c.50BC - c.0BC), cast of Laocoön and his Sons 

(Roman version of a lost Greek original), 19th century, plaster cast, 7’9 x 5’3 x 2’6 (242 

x 163 x 80 cm), Royal Academy of Arts, London, United Kingdom. 

 

Reynolds continued to answer the questions of students anxious to find success earlier in their 

careers by studying Old Masters, but with the variation that it may help alleviate some mental 

labour. He stated: 

The great use of studying our predecessors is, to open the mind, to shorten our labour, 

and to give us the result of the selection made by those great minds of what is grand or 
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beautiful in nature…it is an art of long dedication and great experience to know how to 

find it.214 

Here, he reiterated the importance of the intensive consideration that is undertaken when 

practicing as an artist, as it is an art of long dedication. However, the Old Masters have 

encountered and succeeded against the same obstacles that the amateur artists are beginning to 

face. By studying the correct artists and finding the brilliance in them or their works, the 

student/artist can minimize their time and effort spent, allowing them to move forward with their 

craft. Using a nature metaphor, Reynolds reminded them that “the daily food and nourishment of 

the mind of an Artist is found in the great works of his predecessors. There is no other way for 

him to become great himself.”215 The all-or-nothing attitude adopted by Reynolds is a rare affect 

in Discourses but in this instance reveals the emphasis he wished to place on the examination 

demanded of the Old Masters. In Discourse II, a lecture given to still fairly amateur artists, 

Reynolds recommended:  

Consider with yourself how a MICHAEL ANGELO or a RAFFAELLE would have 

treated this subject: and work yourself into a belief that your picture is to be seen and 

criticised by them when completed. Even an attempt of this kind will rouse your 

powers.216 

In his final lecture to the Royal Academy, Reynolds described Michelangelo as the “exalted 

Founder and Father of Modern Art, of which he was not only the inventor, but which, by the 

divine energy of his own mind, he carried at once to its highest point of possible perfection.”217 

Michelangelo Buonarroti was a painter, sculptor, and architect during the high Italian 

 
214 Reynolds, Works, I:162-163. 
215 Reynolds, Works, II:92. 
216 Reynolds, Works, I:35. Original emphasis and spelling. 
217 Reynolds, Works, II:196. 
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Renaissance, and considered by just about everyone’s standards as a quintessential Old Master. 

His works are lauded for several reasons, one of the foremost is as the absolute model artist 

working with human anatomy. Henry Fuseli in one of his addresses to the students of the Royal 

Academy, in Lectures on Painting, said that Michelangelo’s “mighty style” provided excellent 

opportunities to study “sublimity of conception, grandeur of form, and breadth of manner,” but is 

complicated by some forms “indiscriminately stamped with grandeur.”218 Fuseli believed that, 

mistakenly, in many of Michelangelo’s designs, “the hump of his dwarf is impressed with 

dignity; his women are moulds of generation; his infants teem with the man; his men are a race 

of giants.”219 None of Fuseli’s concerns bother Reynolds or Blake and both men commend 

Michelangelo as one of the foremost important artists among the Ancients.220  

W.E. Suida apotheosized Raphael as, “Raphael the prophet, who foresees new artistic 

possibilities beyond his time, and points the way to the future.”221 He then moves to a litany of 

artists that have found inspiration in his works: “Titian and Correggio, El Greco, Rubens, 

Poussin and Rembrandt, Ingres, the Neoclassicists, and the Romanticists, even the Moderns, 

made use of Raphael’s inexhaustible wealth.”222 Suida brings forward important information 

concerning the longevity of Raphael’s career as an Old Master. Artists that have nearly 

oppositional aesthetic theories find solidarity in the work of Raphael.223 This point becomes 

 
218 Henry Fuseli, Lectures on Painting, Delivered at the Royal Academy (London: T. Cadell and W. 

Davies, in the Strand, 1801), 59.  
219 Fuseli, Lectures on Painting, 60. 
220 The frontispiece for Aphorisms on Art was going to be completed by Blake. However, Fuseli was not 

able to finish the work and the book was never completed. For more on this, see Sibylle Erle’s “Leaving 

Their Mark: Lavater, Fuseli, and Blake’s Imprint on Aphorisms on Man in Comparative Critical Studies, 

vol. 3, issue 3, 2006, 347-369, 2006. 
221 W.E. Suida, Raphael (New York: Phaidon Press, 2015), 46. 
222 Suida, Raphael, 47. 
223 Perhaps because Raphael’s work over his short life were incredibly varied, as noted and further 

expanded on in Raphael: from Urbino to Rome, by Hugo Chapman, Tom Henry, Carol Plazzotta, Arnold 

Nesselrath, and Nicholas Penny (London: National Gallery, 2004). 
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evident when analysing Reynolds’ and Blake’s celebrations and interpretations of the Old 

Master.  

Reynolds admired Raphael but Blake felt that neither he nor his friends or institution 

could see or appreciate the Old Master. Edmund Burke, a close friend of Reynolds as previously 

mentioned, wrote that he was, “the first Englishman, who added the praise of the elegant arts to 

the other glories of his country, in taste, in grace, in facility, in happy invention, and in the 

richness and harmony of his colouring, he was equal to the great masters of the renowned 

ages.”224 James Barry, who was appointed Professor of Painting in 1782 to the Royal Academy, 

had numerous disagreements during his career with both Reynolds and his early patron, Edmund 

Burke. Barry was one of the few contemporary artists that Blake admired, and rebuffed Burke’s 

praise of Reynolds:  

Barry Painted a Picture for Burke equal to Rafael or Mich Ang or any of the Italians 

Burke used to shew this Picture to his friends & to say I gave Twenty Guineas for this 

horrible Dawb [sic] & if any one [sic] would give [line cut away] Such was Burkes 

Patronage of Art & Science225 

I will analyse the feuds between members of the Royal Academy later but importantly, Blake 

stated that Barry possessed equal talents to Raphael and Michelangelo – but the efforts were 

wasted on patrons like Burke. Had Burke harboured the sense to appreciate the works of these 

Old Masters, he would have also had the sense to understand the brilliance of Barry. However, 

the feuds between Barry and Reynolds were largely known and discussed in the late eighteenth-

century art world in Great Britain, and Blake sided with Michelangelo, Raphael, and Barry 

instead of Reynolds, Burke, and the Flemish artists.  

 
224 Malone, ed., Works, I:cxx. 
225Reynolds, Works, I:cxx. 
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Another artist Northcote recalled that Reynolds “always spoke with high respect” of was 

Nicolas Poussin.226 In a letter to the Duke of Rutland in 1785, Reynolds explained that, “Poussin 

certainly ranks amongst the first of the first rank of painters, and to have such a set of pictures of 

such an artist will really and truly enrich the nation.”227 His patriotic approach was not just polite 

in urging the Duke to purchase Poussin’s Seven Sacraments and offers, “I don’t wish to take 

them out of your Grace’s hands, but I certainly would be glad to be the purchaser myself.”228  

 
Figure 14. Nicolas Poussin, Extreme Unction from The Seven Sacraments, 1638-1640, oil 

on canvas, 3 x 4’ (96 x 121 cm), Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, United Kingdom. 

 

Reynolds’ admiration is found most extensively in Discourse V, as an example of consistency as 

an artist. The affection glows from his lecture; for example, on the subject of Poussin’s copy of 

 
226 James Northcote, Supplement to the Memoirs of the Life, Writings, Discourses, and Professional 

Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Knight, Late President of the Royal Academy (London: Henry Colburn, 

1815), CXLVII.  
227 Joshua Reynolds, The Letters of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 142. 
228 Reynolds, Letters of Sir Joshua, 142. 
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Marriage in the Aldobrandini Palace at Rome, Reynolds confirmed that “no works of any 

modern [artist] has so much of the air of Antique Painting as those of Poussin.”229 Reynolds 

continued, to which Blake would later write, “True”:  

No painter was ever better qualified to paint such subjects, not only from his being 

eminently skilled in the knowledge of ceremonies, customs, and habits of the Ancients, 

but from his being so well acquainted with the different characters which those who 

invented gave to their allegorical figures…Certainly when such subjects of antiquity are 

represented, nothing in the picture ought to remind us of modern times. The mind is 

thrown back into antiquity that may tend to awaken it from illusion.230   

Over four pages of analysis of Poussin in Discourse V, Blake wrote, “True”, three times in the 

margins, concluding with, “These remarks on Poussin are Excellent[.]”231 However, not all of 

Reynolds’ remarks on Poussin so pleased Blake. Later in Discourse VIII, Reynolds pointed out 

that Poussin’s attention to harmonious colour choice was lacking, in particular, to the bluish hues 

found in his drapery.232 Blake responded, incensed: “Such Harmony of Colouring is destructive 

of Art One Species of General Hue over all is the Cursed Thing calld [sic] Harmony it is like the 

Smile of a Fool[.]”233 Blake’s reference to a “General Hue” refers to the red, blue, or yellow 

tones to a paint. While Blake tried to make it clear that colour is not the dominant concern when 

it comes to art, Reynolds’ suggestion that Poussin is less talented than Titian is damning to the 

whole of art. On the next page, Blake made a comment referring to Rubens’ hue choices for 

shadows: “Shade is always Cold & never as in Rubens & the Colourists Hot & Yellowy 

 
229 Reynolds, Works, I:136. 
230 Reynolds, Works, I:137-138. 
231 Reynolds, Works, I:135-139. 
232 Reynolds, Works, I:273-274. 
233 Reynolds, Works, I:274. 
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Brown[.]”234 This is an excellent example of Blake using one Old Master against the other to 

define the artists worth studying and appreciating. This point seems to be a particular thorn in 

Blake’s side as he puts it in the first two stanzas of marginal poetry on the title page of the 

volume: “Degrade first the Arts if you'd Mankind degrade, / Hire Idiots to Paint with cold light 

& hot shade.”235 In a more intimate twist, a letter about repairing Old Master paintings, from 

Reynolds to John, the 2nd Earl of Upper Ossory on July 10, 1786, reads: “The Picture is a copy 

by Titian himself from that in the Colonna palace, I am confident I see the true Titian tint 

through the yellow dirty paint and varnish with which the picture is covered.”236 Reynolds is 

referring to one of the several iterations of Venus and Adonis completed by Titian, and it does 

have a yellowy and brownish appearance. Blake views this yellowish colouring [?] as a 

shortcoming in a painter, something to be rectified. However, Reynolds advised the Earl of 

Upper Ossory that, “if it was mine, I should try to get this off, or ruin the picture in the attempt. 

It is the colour alone that can make it valuable.”237 The colour choice and unique tones are what 

Reynolds found alluring in Titian’s works, but Blake rejected the oil paintings, and really, oil 

painting altogether. In the Descriptive Catalogue, he explained that he does not use the medium 

because it fails to “stand the test of very little time and of the air.”238 Besides not being able to 

persist eternally in the same state as other mediums, he added that oil paint, “deadens every 

colour it is mixed with, at its first mixture, and in a little time becomes a yellow mask over all 

that it touches.”239 

 
234 Reynolds, Works, I:275.  
235 Reynolds, Works, I: Title page. 
236 Reynolds, The Letters of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 162. 
237 Reynolds, The Letters of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 162. 
238 E530. 
239 E530. 
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Figure 15. Workshop of Titian, Venus and Adonis, 1554, oil on canvas, 5’8 x 6’2 (177.9 x 

188.9 cm), The National Gallery, London, United Kingdom, 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/workshop-of-titian-venus-and-adonis. 

 

The foundation of the Royal Academy was created by looking towards the French Royal 

Academy of Painting and Sculpture and similarly, arguments about the Old Masters had broken 

out there. In 1671, the Querelle du coloris (‘Dispute on colour’) began when Philippe de 

Champagne gave a lecture at the French Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture in 1671. In it, 

he dismissed the style of Titian, but praised Nicolas Poussin. He argued that they should value  

the balanced, intellectually rigorous art of Poussin as opposed to the more sensual manner of 

artists like Titian and Rubens. This created two schools of thought within the academy: 

Poussinistes and those who opposed it, following Rubénisme.240  The Poussinistes also took up 

 
240 For more on this debate, see Honour, H., and J. Fleming, (2009) A World History of Art. 7th edn. 

London: Laurence King Publishing, p. 609. An interesting argument about the colour and form debates 

over the centuries was posited by David Batchelor in his recent book, Chromophobia (Reaktion Books, 

2000).  

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/workshop-of-titian-venus-and-adonis
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Raphael to their inspiration, citing the excellent design, decorum, and the correct expression of 

the passions. The Director of the Academy, at the time, Charles le Brun sided with the 

Poussinistes. To these academicians, colour was simply ornamental to the more important 

element of form. On the other side, the Rubénistes followed the Flemish Peter Paul Rubens 

approach citing other artists like Titian and Correggio as their inspirations. They claimed that in 

order to attain a true trompe l'oeil (deceives the eye) effect, colour is crucial to imitating nature. 

The dispute was political from the beginning as Poussin was a native French artist and Rubens 

had been suspected to have engaged in espionage for the Netherlands. Wark calls attention to 

Reynolds’ sensitivities for both sides of this argument, as those conversations were still 

percolating around eighteenth-century London.241 His analysis and diplomatic handling of the 

two schools of thought, Wark argues, is evidence of his even-temperament and emblematic of 

the appropriateness of his place as president of a Royal Academy. Further, this is how Wark 

introduces (what he calls) Blake’s “spiteful marginalia,” as evidence of his unsympathetic 

reading of not only Discourses but also Reynolds as an individual.242 Wark’s approach towards 

Blake and his annotations should be mediated with the fact that Wark is selecting to edit 

Reynolds and is, as discussed previously in Part One, forced to include Blake in the volume. 

The importance of diligent study of precursors was not just a matter for the students of 

the Royal Academy. The Old Masters themselves, Reynolds argued, had studied just as 

diligently of the others that came before them. The first Discourse acknowledged that Raphael 

had not studied at an institution like a Royal Academy but claimed that he benefited from living 

in Rome and having experienced the “works of Michael Angelo in particular.”243 He suggested 

 
241 Wark, ed. Discourses, xxv. 
242 Wark, ed. Discourses, xxv-xxvi. 
243 Reynolds, Works. I:9. 
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that Raphael had an artistic conversion or epiphany when he viewed the Sistine Chapel. W.E. 

Suida and other scholars have certainly found phantoms of Michelangelo’s figures in Raphael’s 

works. Suida likens Raphael’s kneeling woman on the right side of Entombment to 

Michelangelo’s Doni Tondo; claims the Caritas panel “could hardly have been conceived 

without a knowledge of Michelangelo’s marble Pitti Tondo.”244  

 
Figure 16. Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino, The Deposition, 1507, oil on wood panel, 5’9 x 

5’7 (179 x 174 cm), Borghese Gallery, Rome, Italy. 

 

 
244 Suida, Raphael. 
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Figure 17. Michelangelo Buonarroti, Holy Family, known as Doni Tondo, 1505-1506, 

tempera grassa on wood, 3’9 feet in diameter (120 cm in diameter), Uffizi Gallery, 

Florence, Italy. 

 

Michelangelo wrote an embittered letter to an unknown recipient in late 1542 about his contracts 

and commissions from popes. He began the letter dramatically, exclaiming that the completion 

of the latest work would be late and, in turn, this tardiness will complicate his current 

commission, “I get stoned every day as if I’d crucified Christ,” lamenting his supposed 

punishments.245 He continued to commiserate about the state of commissions and complained 

that he felt he was owed more money for his efforts to the Italian city-states. This reads as a 

typical letter of an artist who would like to receive higher payment but these demonstrations are 

intended to build to his conclusion that comes with a request to recognize that whatever Pope 

Julius “speaks ill” of him, it is because of the “envy of Bramante and Raphael of Urbino.”246 He 

 
245 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Michelangelo: Poems and Letters, trans. Anthony Mortimer, (London: 

Penguin Group, 2007), 119. 
246 Buonarroti, Poems and Letters, 121.  
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believed that Raphael not only “meant to ruin me” and that Raphael was resentful of him 

because, “whatever art he had, he had it from me.”247 Certainly, there was inspiration between 

the two, as pointed out in the previous example but Suida provides nuance to Michelangelo’s 

irritation: he believes that Raphael’s “reaction” to Michelangelo enabled him to create art that is 

“entirely original,” but not until he “found the confirmation, the touchstone, for his own artistic 

desire in the achievements of others as great as himself.”248 This concluding sentence is striking 

because of the similarity of Blake’s reaction to Reynolds’ assertion that Raphael had studied 

Michelangelo’s works: 

I do not believe that Rafael taught Mich. Angelo or that Mich. Ang: taught Rafel., any 

more than I believe that the Rose teaches the Lilly how to grow or the Apple tree teaches 

the Pear tree how to bear Fruit. I do not believe the tales of Anecdote writers when they 

militate against Individual Character.249 

To Blake, Raphael already possessed an inner flame of genius and inspiration that studying and 

experiencing another great artist cultivated but could not implant. This is greatly dissimilar to 

Reynolds’ assertion that Raphael ascended to greatness because of his experience of 

Michelangelo’s works. The above annotation bears a striking resemblance to another marginal 

comment of Blake’s from Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man (1788). Aphorism 532 instructed the 

reader to take qualities from Raphael, like “his dryness and nearly hard precision; and from 

RUBENS his supernatural luxury of colours: -- deduct this oppressive EXUBERANCE from 

each,” combine the result, and revel in “your own correct, pretty, flat, useful--for me, to be sure, 

quite convenient vulgarity.”250 Like the previous annotation, Blake answered with metaphor: 

 
247 Buonarroti, Poems and Letters, 121. 
248 Buonarroti, Poems and Letters, 121. 
249 E643. 
250 E595. Original emphasis. 
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Deduct from a rose its redness. from a lilly its whiteness from a diamond its hardness 

from a spunge its softness from an oak its heighth from a daisy its lowness & [ chaos ] 

rectify every thing in Nature as the Philosophers do. & then we shall return to Chaos& 

God will be compelld to be Excentric if he Creates O happy Philosopher  

Variety does not necessarily suppose deformity, for a rose &a lilly. are various. & both 

beautiful 

Beauty is exuberant but not of ugliness but of beauty & if ugliness is adjoined to beauty it 

is not the exuberance of beauty. so if Rafael is hard & dry it is not his genius but an 

accident acquired for how can Substance & Accident be predicated of the same Essence! 

I cannot conceive[.]251 

Reynolds believed that the inspiration received from great artists can help develop new artists 

whereas Blake’s sentiments suggest that they can only help the artist grow into themselves. To 

Blake, Raphael and Michelangelo exhibit distinctly different styles and even preferred mediums 

– they could have not taught each other anything about their respective craft and art.  

Other differences between Reynolds and Blake occur in the acknowledgment and 

application of artists that excelled in chiaroscuro. Tate Britain offers a brief and effectively 

vague definition of chiaroscuro as an “Italian term which translates as light-dark, and refers to 

the balance and pattern of light and shade in a painting or drawing.”252 The definition continues 

with a nuanced recognition of the common application of the term, which is “generally only 

remarked upon when it is a particularly prominent feature of the work, usually when the artist is 

 
251 E595-596. 
252 Tate Britain, In Art Terms, “Chiaroscuro,” accessed March 20, 2022, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-

terms/c/chiaroscuro. 
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using extreme contrasts of light and shade.”253 The nuance is suggestive of the overwhelming 

feature that the style embodies. Artists, like Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, are typified and 

haunted by discussions of their bold dichotomy of light and dark in their paintings. 

 
Figure 18. Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, The Flagellation of Christ, 1607-1610, 

oil on canvas, 9’4 x 7’ (286 x 213 cm), National Museum of Capodimonte, Naples, Italy. 

 

In The Flagellation of Christ (1607), the description of the painting provided by the Tate Britain 

begins:  

We approach unannounced amidst a scene of immense brutality. Three assailants lurking 

in the shadows circle about the central figure of Christ who is emblazoned within a 

brilliant vertical shaft of light. Christ, with his hands bound behind him, shines forth from 

the abyss like a pale moon in the dark night sky.254 

 
253 Tate Britain, In Art Terms, “Chiaroscuro,” accessed March 20, 2022, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-

terms/c/chiaroscuro. 
254 Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, “The Flagellation of Christ,” accessed March 20, 2022, 

https://artsandculture.goo gle.com/. Emphasis mine. 
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When chiaroscuro is a substantial element of the work, discussion of its effects tends to 

overwhelm the rest of the criticism, as evident in the Tate definition. The attention to anatomy 

and the passions of the characters are wholly present and various but the discourse surrounds the 

light and colour. In an interesting cross-examination, Michelangelo’s red chalk design of 

Sebastiano’s fresco of The Flagellation of Christ evokes different responses despite striking 

similarities. 

 
Figure 19. Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Flagellation of Christ, 1516, red chalk over 

stylus, The British Museum, London, United Kingdom. 
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Figure 20. Sebastiano del Piombo, The Flagellation of Christ, 1516-1524, mural painting 

in oil, San Pietro in Montorio, Rome. 

 

The same preoccupation with light and colour use are found both in Reynolds’ lectures and 

Blake’s marginalia and his later writing. It is true that Caravaggio is not listed as one of the 

masters the students of the Royal Academy should admire, but it is clear that Reynolds did have 

an awareness of the artist. Reynolds had amassed an incredible collection of art from the various 

and influential European schools of painting.255 Lucy Davis believes that he amassed one of the 

greatest collections of art from the Old Masters  in eighteenth-century Great Britain.”256 Upon 

his death, Reynolds’ executors held a massive auction of his collection, and a painting now 

entitled Salome receives the Head of John the Baptist (1609) by Caravaggio was sold to a Mr. 

 
255 For more information on Reynolds’ impressive collection of Old Master works, see Martin Royalton-

Kisch’s chapter, “Reynolds as a Collector” in Gainsborough and Reynolds in the British Museum: the 

drawings of Gainsborough and Reynolds with a survey of mezzotints after their paintings and a study of 

Reynolds' collection of Old Master drawings: catalogue of an exhibition at the Department of Prints and 

Drawings in the British Museum (1978). 
256 Lucy Davis, “Painter’s Paintings: From Freud to Van Dyck,” online video, August 18, 2016. 
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Wilson with the description in the auction catalogue that says: “the various characters are 

strongly expressed and painted in a stile [sic] of excellence peculiar to this master.”257 

Instead of the peculiar talents of Caravaggio, Reynolds listed the more prominently 

recognized masters of chiaroscuro at the time – Titian, Rembrandt, and Correggio – as the artists 

to examine. These artists, time and again, are certainly applauded and suggested for emulation in 

Discourses. On the subject of Titian, Reynolds remarked that “there is a sort of senatorial dignity 

about him” and “the nobleness and simplicity of character which he always gave them, will 

entitle him to the greatest respect, as he undoubtedly stands in the first rank in this branch of the 

art.”258 Blake highly disputed this statement, questioning Titian’s ‘dignity,’ suggesting instead 

that he “give[s] always the Characters of Vulgar Stupidity.”259 Even the inclusion of Titian in 

Reynolds’ list of masters was questioned by Blake: “Why should Titian & The Venetians be 

Named in a discourse on Art Such Idiots are not Artists.”260 Blake concluded this page of 

annotations with a couplet: “Venetian; all thy Colouring is no more / Than Boulsterd [sic] 

Plasters on a Crooked Whore.”261 Blake indirectly referenced Reynolds’s judgment on these 

matters in The Descriptive Catalogue preface: 

THE eye that can prefer the Colouring of Titian and Rubens to that of Michael Angelo 

and Rafael, ought to be modest and to doubt its own powers. Connoisseurs talk as if 

Rafael and Michael Angelo had never seen the colouring of Titian or Correggio: They 

ought to know that Correggio was born two years before Michael Angelo, and Titian but 

four years after. Both Rafael and Michael Angelo knew the Venetian, and contemned and 

 
257 “Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Collection of Pictures-II,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, Volume 

87, no. 510 (September 1945): 210–17. 215. 
258 Reynolds, Works, I:100. 
259 Reynolds, Works, I:100. 
260 Reynolds, Works, I:100. 
261 Reynolds, Works, I:100. 
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rejected all he did with the utmost disdain, as that which is fabricated for the purpose to 

destroy art.262  

The ending phrase of “to destroy art” reverts to the annotation on the title page of Blake’s copy 

of Works,  where he presented his overall reaction to the volumes: “This Man was Hired to 

Depress Art”.263 The reference to the relative ages of the artists seems to have been important to 

Blake while he read Discourse VI: in response to Reynolds’ acknowledgment that Michelangelo 

and Raphael were aware of the “all the knowledge in the art which had been discovered in the 

works of their predecessors[,]” Blake argued in the margins: “If so. they knew all that Titian & 

Correggio knew Correggio was two Years older than Mich. Angelo Correggio born 1472 Mich 

Angelo born 1474.”264 In the Descriptive Catalogue, Blake again applied the same information 

on birth dates to adjust the reader’s sense of the timeline of these Masters. This statement echoes 

an earlier marginal comment, referring to Raphael and Michelangelo’s familiarity with Titian: 

“As if Mich. Ang o . had seen but One Picture of Titians Mich. Ang. Knew & Despised all that 

Titian could do[.]”265 Reynolds related a moment taken from Giorgio Vasari’s Lives. After Titian 

shared his painting of Danaë, Michelangelo and Vasari “praised it much, as one does in the 

painter’s presence.”266 Once the two men left, they spoke honestly between themselves. 

Michelangelo related that he “commended it not a little” explaining the general demeanour of 

Titian’s artistry and colour was pleasing, “but that it was a pity that in Venice men did not learn 

 
262 E529. 
263 Reynolds, Works, I: Title page. 
264 Reynolds, Works, I:159.  
265 Reynolds, Works, I:98. 
266 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, ed. Gaston du C. De 

Vere, vol. 9, 10 vols. (London: Philip Lee Warner, 1912). 
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to draw well from the beginning.”267 These artists that did not learn the importance of good 

drawing were particularly contemptuous to Blake who declared that, 

The unorganized Blots & Blurs of Rubens & Titian are not Art nor can their Method ever 

express Ideas or Imaginations any more than Popes Metaphysical jargon of Rhyming [.] 

Unappropriate [sic] Execution is the Most nauseous <of all> affectation & foppery He 

who copies does not Execute he only Imitates what is already Executed Execution is only 

the result of Invention.268  

Another strong conviction found in Discourses on Art is Reynolds’ assertion that only through 

diligent study of the Old Masters can an artist develop original invention processes, and even 

Genius. He explained in Discourse VI: “the mind is but a barren soil; a soil which is soon 

exhausted, and will produce no crop, or only one, unless it be continuously fertilized and 

enriched with foreign matter.”269 He does not specifically mean that the inspirational artists 

should be foreign but rather they should be of a different time, place, etc. to be truly considered 

worth studying. It is important to keep in mind that he is speaking to an audience largely 

comprised of students at the Academy, so the motivations are reasonable as to why he would 

encourage them to remain engaged in the academic process put in place at the Royal Academy.  

For Reynolds, the successful painter is a Man of Taste. The tastemakers recognize that there are 

universal styles and approved elements of good taste. From this perspective, Beauty, and Truth 

function as stable, independent entities, mediated by neither historical nor popular cultural 

developments. As Barrell explains, the man of taste “will always prefer the antique to the 

modern, the grand style to the ornamental, and will never be tempted to question the place of 

 
267 Vasari, Lives. 
268 E573. 
269 Reynolds, Works, I:157-158. 
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history-painting as the most elevated genres of art.”270 This citizen of his republic of taste 

recognizes that the foundations of what is good in taste is Nature, God, Reason, or Science – 

never something borne of fashion. Even men of taste can begin to doubt their inventories of likes 

and dislikes which is why they must defer to the tastemakers around them – other citizens of 

like-minded and similar status – rendering the need to establish a Royal Academy to cultivate 

British artists and the public for its works. For Reynolds, the artist should seek to perfect what is 

found in nature by eliminating the particulars – weaknesses, blemishes, defects, abnormalities. 

These particulars are distracting for the spectator but also hinder the artist’s progress into a 

confident painter.271 Wark clarifies this by embracing this traditional line of thinking, inspired by 

classical philosophers like Plato and Aristotle, that “by generalizing from the particular, by 

eliminating what is specific and individual, we proceed to a ‘higher’ more universal truth.”272 

Barrell claims that Reynolds finds “painting no longer seeks to persuade, but to display the world 

in such a way as to make it an instructive metaphor for the world as perceived by an ideal 

citizen.”273 The ideal citizen instructing the masses is the artist – meaning that Richardson’s idea 

of the Grace and Greatness needed from the painter, remains in Reynolds’ forefront of guiding 

factors for ambitious artists.  

Recognizing the difference between the grand and the ornamental was of chief 

importance if the artist wished to distinguish themselves as the highest form of painter. In 

Discourse IV, Reynolds maintained that both the grand style and the ornamental have purpose 

and pleasurable quality, however they can never be combined. He recommended the artists to 

 
270 John Barrell, The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt: “The Body of the Public” 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986). 81.  
271 Reynolds, Works, I:86. 
272 Wark, ed., Discourses, xvii. 
273 Barrell, Political Theory, 71. 
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practice restraint and “sometimes deviate from vulgar and strict historical truth, in pursuing the 

grandeur of the design.”274 Using one of his most often referenced examples, Raphael’s 

Cartoons, he reminded his students that the men featured in these designs “had no such 

respectable appearance;” St. Paul was a weak man physically, Alexander was short, Agesilaus 

was physically disabled.275 Raphael sacrificed the particulars of their physical states of nature, 

using the license of creative liberty, to magnify the dynamic figures. The artist must omit these 

deficiencies of nature because unlike the poet, the painter only has the single moment to 

represent a noble figure, after all, he cannot, “make his hero talk like a great man; he must make 

him look like one.”276 

The term ‘Invention’ in art theory generally refers to the process the artist takes when 

creating a composition or a narrative. Invention is the artist’s individual, genetic idea as opposed 

to imitation, which is developed from observing nature, other art, etc. For Reynolds, it was not 

always as simple as the definition I have provided; Invention is attained by becoming familiar 

with the genius and inventions of others. In Discourse VI, he explains that “if we consult 

experience, we shall find, that it is by being conversant with the inventions of others, that we 

learn to invent; as by reading the thoughts of others we learn to think.”277 He divulges his 

personal opinion that in the earliest stages of becoming an artist, imitation is an “absolute 

necessity,” moreover, the diligent study of old and current masters should be “extended 

throughout our whole lives.”278 Here, he departs and makes a more radical stance: “I am on the 

contrary persuaded, that by imitation only, variety, and even originality of invention, is 

 
274 Reynolds, Works, I:59. 
275 Reynolds, Works, I:60. 
276 Reynolds, Works, I:60. 
277 Reynolds, Works, I:156. 
278 Reynolds, Works, I:151. 
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produced. I will go further; even genius, at least what generally is so called, is the child of 

imitation.”279 Proceeding forward, he confesses the need to explain his rebellious viewpoint and 

admits that Genius and Invention have laws by which they abide. While he tries to administer 

these rules, “difficult as they may be to convey them in writing, they are still seen and felt in the 

mind of the artist.”280 In summary, Genius includes first and foremost an ability which has been 

the major preoccupation of the empirical sciences: the ability to observe; Genius consists 

principally in the comprehension of the whole not particulars; Genius consists in the 

apprehension or imaginative construction of a general nature.  

Perhaps the most broadly influential contribution appears in Discourse III and Discourse IV, 

which outline his understanding of the “Grand Manner” of painting. Grand Manner or Grand 

Style refers to an elevated approach to history painting. The required elements for a work in the 

Grand Style can be summarised in two parts. First, a noble subject, either from a pivotal moment 

in history, classical mythology, or the Bible. Two noteworthy examples are The Death of 

General James Wolfe (figure 21) by Benjamin West and James Barry’s King Lear Weeping over 

the Dead Body of Cordelia (figure 22). Secondly, the subjects depicted are generalized and 

idealized. Representing the idealized version of an object or subject is critical to Reynolds’ 

aesthetic theory. Instead of reproducing the imperfections of something in nature, the artist 

should improve upon it by eradicating particulars and deviations, allowing for the rendering to 

exist eternally causing the same impact as when first created in all ages, locations, and 

generations. Richardson – an important source for Reynolds, as we have seen  -- explains, “we 

see the Persons and Faces of Famous Men, the originals of which are out our reach as being gone 

 
279 Reynolds, Works, I:151. 
280 Reynolds, Works, I:155. 
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down with the stream of Time…In Picture we never die, never decay, or grow older.”281 Ann 

Uhry Abrams asserts there are three reasons that Grand Style was so important to eighteenth-

century tastes: first, the painting appears as a thrilling narrative; secondly, it reveals truths about 

contemporary issues and not only its historical subject, lending itself to interpretation as a 

political and social allegorical composition; and finally, it serves to conceal the artist’s personal 

concerns, motivations, artistic goals, professional and academic interests, and perhaps even 

romantic or sexual tendencies.282  

 
Figure 21. Benjamin West, The Death of General James Wolfe, 1770, oil on canvas, 5’ x 7’ 

(152.6 x 214.5 cm), National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Canada, 

https://www.gallery.ca/collection/artwork/the-death-of-general-wolfe-0. 

 

 
281 Reynolds, Works, II:7. 
282 Ann Uhry Abrams, The Valiant Hero: Benjamin West and Grand-Style History Painting, New 

Directions in American Art (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1985), 9-15. 

https://www.gallery.ca/collection/artwork/the-death-of-general-wolfe-0
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Figure 22. Benjamin West, King Lear Weeping Over the Dead Body of Cordelia, 1786-1788, 

oil on canvas, 8’9’ x 12’ (269.2 x 367 cm), Tate Britain, London, United Kingdom. 

Reynolds’ account of the Grand Style had a lot to do with the admiration his lectures 

won, not least among those who wished to use culture as a celebration of their public virtues.  

Malone recounts that Catherine the Great, for instance, held Reynolds in high regard:  

Some years after the publication of the first seven of Discourses, the Author [Reynolds] 

had the honour to receive from the late Empress of Russia, a gold box with a basso 

relievo of her Imperial Majesty in the lid, set round with diamonds; accompanied with a 

note within, written in her own hand, containing these words: “Pour le Chevalier 

Reynolds, en temoignage du contentment que j’ai ressentie á [sic] la lecture de ses 

excellens Discours sur la peinture.”283  

Before this luxurious gift and compliment, she commissioned The Infant Hercules Strangling the 

Serpents (see figure 23) which remains in St. Petersburg today. In Reynolds’ quest for vibrant 

 
283 Malone, ed., Works, I:xlv. 
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and unique effects, this is one of the paintings that has deteriorated swiftly. Regardless of its 

current state, it is one of the paintings he spent the most time on and includes several portraits of 

his friends. The Hermitage description suggests that “the soothsayer Tiresias has a close likeness 

to the writer and philosopher Samuel Johnson…while in the features of Hera we see a portrait of 

the great tragic actress Sarah Siddons.” 

 
Figure 23. Joshua Reynolds, Infant Hercules Strangling Serpents, 1786, oil on canvas, 

10’ x 9’7 (303 x 297 cm), State Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg, Russia, 

https://www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/digital-

collection/01.+paintings/38698. 

 

Although he easily impressed the Empress of Russia, King George III did not share her 

admiration. Sir William Beechey, another leading portraitist at the time, shared a tense 

conversation he had with the King about Reynolds to James Ward. Beechey was speaking about 

his adoration of the artist when the King cut him off: “I don’t like that Reynolds! I don’t like 
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Reynolds!” When Beechey asked why, the King responded: “because he paints red trees! Paints 

red trees!”284 He was shocked by this statement and reminded the King that some trees do 

change to shades of red during the Autumn months and retrieved a “branch that was almost as 

red as vermilion” to show to the monarch. Beechey reports that King George III was highly 

displeased with the “red branch lying there on the table.”285   

Others less concerned with public grandeur than Catherine the Great or George III still 

greatly respected Reynolds, including the landscapist, John Constable. In the 1836 Annual 

Exhibition at the Royal Academy, he debuted Cenotaph to the Memory of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 

Erected in the Grounds of Coleorton Hall (figure 24); a dramatic oil painting with Reynolds’ 

empty monument surrounded by towering trees in Fall, and a large stag looking back towards the 

spectator, interrupted on his ambling through nature.  

 
284 Northcote, Conversations, 152. Original emphasis. 
285 Northcote, Conversations, 152. 
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Figure 24. John Constable, Cenotaph to the Memory of Sir Joshua Reynolds, erected in 

the grounds of Coleorton Hall, Leicestershire by the late Sir George Beaumont, Bt., 

1833-1836, oil on canvas, 4’3 x 3’6 (132 x 108.5 cm), The National Gallery, London, 

United Kingdom, https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/john-constable-cenotaph-

to-the-memory-of-sir-joshua-reynolds. 

 

The memorial stone bears Reynolds’ name and is flanked by busts of Raphael and Michelangelo, 

the artists that Reynolds most venerated. The sympathetic and grand essence of the painting 

complements Constable’s understanding of Reynolds as a public artist and suggests the influence 

on his own attitude towards painting. In a letter to his wife, Maria Bicknell, Constable wrote of 

his experience at an elegant and exclusive tribute exhibition to Reynolds:  

on no occasion was there ever assembled a more magnificent party – so many of the 

nobility and so any men of the talents. It was a moment of exaltation and joy to me to see 
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this honour and homage to my own beloved pursuit – it was indeed the triumph of genius 

and painting…here is no vulgarity or rawness and yet not want of life or vigour – it is 

certainly the finest feeling of art that ever existed.286  

While Reynolds’ style and theories were generally well-received, there were dissenters. 

Nathaniel Hone, a fellow Royal Academician, submitted a satirical painting entitled The 

Pictorial Conjuror, displaying the Whole Art of Optical Deception for the annual exhibition in 

1775 (figure 25). The painting depicts a bearded magician with a young girl resting 

affectionately on his knee. Surrounding the two figures are a gallery of old-master prints giving 

way to an oil painting, magically summoned by the old man wielding a wand. The conjuror 

represents Reynolds, and the young, contented girl is meant to be Angelica Kauffman, another 

founding member of the Academy. The painting was rejected due to the offensive content to 

members of the RA. Hone’s scathing painting commented on two parts of Reynolds’ 

personality and aesthetics he found offensive: the rumoured affair between the much older 

Reynolds and Kauffman (he was 18 years her senior) and his over-reliance on previously 

invented compositions to create his own designs. 

 
286 John Constable, John Constable’s Correspondence, ed. Ronald Brymer Beckett, 6 vols. (Ipswich: 

Suffolk Records Society, 1962), 2:106. 
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Figure 25. Nathaniel Hone, The Pictorial Conjuror, displaying the Whole Art of Optical 

Deception, 1775, oil sketch on wood panel, 1’9 x 2’7 (57.5 x 81.9 cm), Tate Britain, 

London, United Kingdom.   

 

Another Irishman, James Barry, professor of painting for the Royal Academy from 1782 to 1799, 

famously disagreed with Reynolds. Barry’s account of his expulsion came from Joseph Wilton’s 

testimony that he deliberately acted out of bounds “from the line of his duty, by making 

digressions, in which he abused some members of the Academy, both living and dead, and taught 

the students and encouraged them to a licentious disorderly behaviour.” The abuse he dispensed 

is most likely in reference to his own lectures where he directly undermined many of Reynolds’ 

suggestions, theories, and positions in Discourses. Barry insisted that portraiture could not reach 

the poignancy or impact found in history painting – a blow to the very successful president of the 

Royal Academy.287 Northcote recounted that Barry would become enraged and act offensively to 

 
287 For more on Barry’s lectures, see W.L. Pressly, The Life and Art of James Barry published by Paul 

Mellon Centre (1981). For the lectures, see William Burke’s The Works Of James Barry, Esq. Historical 

Painter; Formerly Professor Of Painting At The Royal-Academy; Member Of The Clementine Academy 
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Reynolds’ sensibilities, at which Reynolds would pretend to be asleep or leave the room when 

Barry’s outbursts became too much to handle. A widely shared anecdote of Reynolds and 

Barry’s conflict was when Barry neglected to deliver one of the lectures he was required to give 

at the Royal Academy. Reynolds asked about Barry’s delayed lecture, Barry clenched his fist, 

and shouted, “If I had only in composing my lectures to produce such poor mistake stuff as your 

Discourses, I should have my work done, and ready to read.”288 According to accounts of the 

incident, Reynolds did not respond but later related that “many of Barry’s discoveries were new 

to himself, so he thought they were new to everybody else.”289  

 Sir Joshua Reynolds’ legacy as an artist and as the President of the Royal Academy is 

impressive. Reynolds’s aesthetic theories set the standard for academic artistic practice in 

England and the Royal Academy through the nineteenth century. His ideas on education were 

critiqued by many other artists, although his aesthetic perspectives remained steadfast. The most 

sustained criticism is the marginalia of William Blake. Although Blake preferred to be viewed as 

someone who conceptualized and executed in a fell swoop, there is so much evidence to the 

contrary. In the following part of this thesis, I will analyse examples from Blake’s writing that 

show this long process of development.  

 
At Bologna, &c. Containing, His Correspondence From France And Italy With Mr. Burke - His Lectures 

On Painting Delivered At The Royal-Academy - Observations On Different Works Of Art In Italy And 

France - Critical Remarks On The Principal Paintings Of The Orleans Gallery - Essay On The Subject Of 

Pandora; (Now First Published From Manuscripts, And Illustrated By Engravings From Sketches, Left 

By The Author.) And His Inquiry into The Causes Which Have Obstructed the Progress of The Fine Arts 

in England - His Account of The Paintings at The Adelphi - And Letter to The Dilettanti Society, available 

online. 
288 Northcote, Supplement, cxvi. 
289 Northcote, Supplement, cxvi. 

https://archive.org/details/worksofjamesbarr01barruoft/page/n11/mode/2up?view=theater
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Part Three: Blake’s Development of His Annotations to 

Reynolds 
 

In the first part of this thesis, I positioned Blake’s marginalia in The Works of Sir Joshua 

Reynolds with the larger book culture of the period and analysed his unique interactions with the 

next book. In the second part, I integrated a recent history surrounding the influence of Reynolds, 

the Royal Academy, and the late eighteenth-century art world occurring around the same time as 

Blake’s annotations. In this final and most substantial section of the thesis, I will follow the 

implications of the annotations into their reworkings in Blake’s Notebook, The Descriptive 

Catalogue, The Vision of the Last Judgment, and Laocoön. The Notebook is particularly 

interesting as, like the annotations, it is an easily neglected unpublished form of writing. After 

discussing the Notebook, I will turn to the Descriptive Catalogue and the Vision of the Last 

Judgment. Both used the annotations from the Works of Sir Joshua and the drafts and satiric 

verses from the Notebook to develop ideas on painting that Blake put before the public. These 

ideas also made their way into the illuminated books. The next section focuses on examples 

drawn from Milton, A Poem (1804-1811) and Jerusalem The Emanation of the Giant Albion 

(1804-1820) to look at the use made of the annotations there. I end this final part of the thesis 

with the discussion of The Laocoön (1815, 1826-1827) a distinctive form of engraving that both 

returns to the ideas expressed in the marginalia and – in its use of a central image surrounded by 

a paratext – has certain formal qualities in common with them.  

The manuscripts, as Mark Crosby argues in recent special edition of the Huntington 

Library Quarterly devoted to the topic, are a “significant yet understudied facet of Blake 

scholarship.”290 He explains that these handwritten records can inform us about Blake’s 

 
290 Mark Crosby, "Introduction," Huntington Library Quarterly 80, no. 3 (2017): 361-364. 



121 

 

personality, philosophical views, relationships with contemporaries, composition processes and 

practices. I agree that the value of the manuscript writing can allow for these insights and want to 

add that tracing the content of the annotations is crucial. For example, the Notebook is an 

excellent fount of knowledge for researchers on Blake, as it reveals aspects of the artist and poet 

that may not be discernible in other areas of his creative output. Like Crosby, Morton D. Paley 

recognizes that materials like the Notebook are often neglected in favour of other works. He 

suggests that these forms tend to be overlooked because of their “free-and-easy manner, doggerel 

rhyming, and frequently outrageous humour,” most obvious in the various satiric poems.291 I 

agree with Paley but must also add that access to this resource has been very restricted, at least 

until recently. Thanks to scans from the British Library and the Blake Archive there are now full-

colour and higher-definition images available for close-reading. This is where my inspection of 

the Notebook differs from Paley’s: while he uses the Complete Poetry & Prose of William Blake 

collection by David Erdman, I am looking at scans of the Notebook. The benefit of my approach 

is that I can examine the materiality of the work, including the glue marks, aqua fortis spills, and 

erasures that contribute to their meaning. The inspection of the Notebook on material and 

conceptual levels alongside the annotations allows for a better understanding of them both. The 

first volume of Works of Sir Joshua, the Notebook, the Descriptive Catalogue, the Illuminated 

Books, and The Laocoon all function as a space for creation, conception, and execution for 

Blake.  

  

 
291 Sarah Haggarty and Jon Mee, Blake and Conflict (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 210. 
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3.1 William Blake’s Notebook 

 
Although we refer to this as Blake’s Notebook, he inherited it in February 1787, after his brother 

Robert’s death. A few of the pages have designs attributed to Robert that have not been edited by 

Blake. For forty years, Blake would fill the journal with “emblems and portraits, with sketches 

large and small, with lyrics and epigrams, and drafts of essays on the state of art and artists, on 

his own exhibitions,” and drafts to essays and instructional guides.292 This resource is invaluable 

because of the consistent use through Blake’s lifetime. Artists' notebooks are often dissected and 

analysed to better understand the creator as an individual and as a producer of texts and images. 

For example, Leonardo da Vinci’s numerous notebooks have informed the public about his 

mechanical designs for unique inventions like deep-sea diving suits, engineered to withstand the 

pressure of the ocean and his preference for pink hosiery to emphasize his legs.293 While not as 

revealing as Leonardo’s, Blake’s Notebook provides the best source for his more private 

thoughts, drawings, and practice. Over this length of time, Blake sketched and played with ideas 

and images on these pages. As I attempt to disentangle the annotations and the works he created, 

this may be the best reference point. While many sketches and lines are erased (to free up room 

on the page) years of practice, thought, drafting, etc. are best represented in the Notebook. To 

illustrate why I believe that the Notebook is a fruitful place to begin contextualizing the 

annotations to The Works of Sir Joshua, I will examine a single page from the journal that 

showcases many of the elements that are shared with the annotations. 

 
292 David V. Erdman, ed. The Notebook of William Blake: A Photographic and Typographic Facsimile 

(Naples, FL: Readex Books, 1977), 1. 
293 Leonardo da Vinci, Notebooks, ed. Irma A. Richter, Thereza Wells, and Martin Kemp (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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First, we should start with understanding the mise-en-page, or the physical arrangement 

of the entire page, as I did when discussing the annotations in my first part.294 Considering the 

general layout of the page will be beneficial when moving forward with the analysis of the 

Notebook because it considers features like the columns, spaces between paragraphs, 

illustrations, margins, amendments, style of script, decorative features, and orientation, features 

that all helps to generate the meaning of what appear there.295 While this concept of mise-en-

page is useful, it does not focus on the content of the words or the designs beyond face value, as 

this is more in the realm of mise-en-texte. It does not exhaust the meaning of what Blake has 

written but it does allow us to consider the meaningful ways that Blake used layout when 

constructing meaning and developing ideas. For example, we will see that Blake gave preference 

to sketches, devoting the middle of the page to them first, whereas text often took a secondary, 

arguably, lesser position. The page I have chosen to examine now is typical in this regard. We 

can see that it is anchored by a pencil sketch in the middle. Surrounding the boxed-in sketch are 

a variety of multi-coloured manuscript writings with various orientations. Some of the text is 

marked through with lines and some is scribbled around the central image. The size and neatness 

of the lettering varies in the added manuscript to the page. There is a small side portrait in ink in 

the upper-left corner with slight linear scratching with pen. As a whole, this page reads like a 

drafting page because of the use of different writing utensils, across different media, 

amendments, orientations, and interlinear gloss. The textual articulation is difficult, as the 

elements of colour, style, and regulation are ignored by Blake. But we can go further still and 

 
294 If the reader is fluent, a very useful guide to better understanding mise-en-page and mise-en-texte is 

Mise en page et mise en texte du livre manuscript by H. J. Martin and J. Vezin (1990). 
295 For more on how the page can be used as an innovative, collaborative, and evolutionary space for art 

and word, read E. Hage’s “Mise-en-page to Mise-en-scène: Intersecting Display Strategies in Dada Art 

Journals and Exhibitions” (2017). 
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elucidate more from the mise-en-page reading by focusing on smaller parts of this page. I will 

use Erdman and Moore’s categorization of these different aspects as ‘text’ and ‘emblem’ for 

consistency and lucidity, as well as their numbering system found in their edition of the 

Notebook.296 The manuscript writing is in three different media: a greyish-brown ink, black ink, 

and pencil. Erdman and Moore claim that PA 56 and 57 were written directly after PA 55 on the 

previous page.297 PA 54 was inserted later, where some space had been left because of the central 

drawing. The range of writing utensils is comparable to the annotations. The most striking 

difference from the annotations is that there does not seem to be any manuscript that is written 

on top of another. As mentioned earlier, the pencil manuscript notes with a layer of black ink 

over the top offers an interesting, curated experience of Blake’s revision process. Both the 

revision and curation aspects of the annotations convey the edited reality of the note versus the 

spontaneity of it. 

This suggests a consistency in Blake’s curation of the Notebook. If Blake was open to 

sharing his book with others, as seems to have been the case with the Works of Reynolds, he used 

the ink to confirm what may have originally been a tentative opinion. Erdman claims that the 

productions inside the Notebook are purely for Blake’s own use.298 His rationale is that the 

nature of this item, a drafting notebook formerly owned by his deceased brother, would not 

encourage circulation between friends.299 While I believe that Blake certainly kept it near to him, 

 
296 In this set of examples, I am analysing the “Public Address” draft in the Notebook. Thus, Erdman and 

Moore have given the manuscript indicator “PA” followed by segment number. For example, PA 54 

refers to the 54th segment of the Public Address found in the Notebook.  
297 Erdman, David V., and Donald K. Moore, eds. The Notebook of William Blake: A Photographic and 

Typographic Facsimile. Readex Books, 1977. N19n. 
298 Erdman, Notebook, “Introduction,” 1. 
299 Additionally, the skewed continuity throughout the Notebook is used to affirm their position that it was 

a highly private item. The textual articulation is incredibly difficult, for example, the main body of text 

begins from the centre-right at the top of the page and trails the breadth of the page before the centre 

image until it continues down to the bottom. However, as seen in Part One, this was also found in the 
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much like The Works of Sir Joshua, it cannot be certain that it was kept entirely private. 

Referring to the first part of this thesis, Henry Crabb Robinson described visiting Blake and 

witnessing his sketches in the Notebook. Regardless of this moment, the continuous development 

throughout the years suggests that Blake found this to be an invaluable source for his own 

creation, and perhaps not so readily passed to others.  

 
Figure 26. William Blake, page 26 of William Blake’s Notebook, British Library, 

London, United Kingdom, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-

blake. 

 
marginalia to Works. Much of the written orientation is traditional: top to down, left to right. Blake 

repositioned the Notebook to fit text onto this page, suggesting that he believed it to belong with the rest 

of this commentary found on the page. Perhaps, further still, if a note is squeezed into a corner, facing a 

different direction, it may signal a new thought or a variance of opinion to the other statements on the 

page. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
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At the centre of this page (see figure 26) is a portrait-oriented pencil sketch of a boy with his 

right arm raised, holding a brimmed hat in pursuit of a nude child-like figure flying away from 

him.  At the boy’s feet is another nude figure lying face down. This image is also used in For 

Children: The Gates of Paradise as the “Alas!” print. 

 

Figure 27. William Blake, “Alas!” in For Children: The Gates of Paradise, 1793, intaglio 

etching/engraving, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., United States of America, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/gates-child.d?descId=gates-child.d.illbk.09.  

Erdman believes that Blake’s design was inspired by John Wynne’s Choice Emblems (1772).300 

Wynne’s book is a collection of allegorical emblems with charming and/or pedagogical prose 

and verse paired together. The Wynne woodcut that Erdman believes Blake used was called 

“Vain Pursuits” (see figure 28). Wynne described this design as “the impetuosity of youth, which 

with a blind precipitancy pursues vain pleasures that never can afford any solid enjoyment.”301  

 
300 Erdman, Notebook, 92.  
301 John Wynne, Choice Emblems:  Natural, Historical, Fabulous, Moral and Divine, for the 

Improvement and Pastime of Youth (London: George Riley, 1772), 107. 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/gates-child.d?descId=gates-child.d.illbk.09
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Figure 28. Samuel Wale, “Vain Pursuits” in Choice Emblems, 1772, etched woodcut. 

 

If the boy manages to capture the beautiful butterfly, he will dismantle his own curiosity, 

because in grasping the creature he “crushes the insect to pieces.”302 And in a similar tone to the 

pursuit of beauty and taste, “his own eagerness loses the fruit of his toil, and destroys that beauty 

which he coveted to possess.”303 Joseph H. Salemi considered Blake’s emblem as very different 

in its significance from Wynne’s: “Blake was interested in depicting futility and frustration as 

inner states of the soul, and not in moralizing about vanity.”304 Continuing with the claims of this 

thesis, we should look for any ghosts of Reynolds, the Discourses, and Blake’s marginalia. Blake 

is moralizing about how Reynolds, despite his efforts to see and capture beauty, he is incapable 

of witnessing it without crushing it. His lack of vision and ability means that he (and the 

institutions he maintains) may destroy it. It is possible that, to Blake, Reynolds is like the boy 

after the elusive butterfly, pursuing Beauty in vain. By cultivating taste in flawed pictures, 

imitating Rubens, and Titian, and by teaching this folly to the young artists of England, Reynolds 

will set up the infrastructure to destroy the path to a glorious nation of art. And in this 

 
302 Wynne, Choice Emblems, 106-107. 
303 Wynne, Choice Emblems, 107.  
304 Joseph Salemi, “Emblematic Tradition in Blake’s The Gates of Paradise,” Blake/An Illustrated 

Quarterly 15, no. 3 (Winter 1982, 108–124), 113. 
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treacherous path, some creative, imaginative beings of beauty will be trampled upon and left to 

die like the figure at the boy’s feet. 

 In the following few pages, I will examine the specific parts of this page using Erdman 

and Moore’s guidance. The page can be difficult to decipher but once it is disaggregated, I hope 

it will be easier to follow.  
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Figure 29. William Blake, page 26 of William Blake’s Notebook, British Library, 

London, United Kingdom, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-

blake. 
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B (emblem motto): 

The manuscript written in pencil directly below the centre image has lead Erdman and Moore to 

call this the “motto” of the emblem. The Oxford English Dictionary defines this sort of motto as: 

“a word, sentence, or phrase attached to an impresa or emblematical design to explain or 

emphasize its significance.”305 The quotation is from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene: 

Ah luckless babe born under cruel star 

And in dead parents baleful ashes bred 

That little weenest [sic] now what sorrows are 

Left thee for portion of thy livelihed [sic][.]” 

This quotation from the Faerie Queene in Book 2, Canto 2, v. 2 occurs Mordant and Amavia’s 

death, and Guyon laments the poor fate of the infant child. A water flows from a nearby spring in 

the enchanted forest, and a nymph emerges before they continue their journey. 

PA 54:  

Surrounded by text, in the upper left quadrant is a profile of an unnamed man drawn in ink. 

There are no textual clues as to his identity, but Erdman suggests that it may be Blake’s brother, 

Robert.306 Robert’s eyes are fixed on a segment of manuscript, written neatly, but scrunched and 

small: 

When you view a Collection of Pictures painted since Venetian Art was the Fashion or 

Go into a Modern Exhibition with a Very few Exceptions Every Picture has the same 

Effect. a Piece of Machinery [ of ] <or>Points of Light to be put into a dark hole[.]307 

 
305 Oxford English Dictionary Online, "motto, n.,” accessed March 20, 2022, https://www-oed-

com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/Entry/122777?rskey=9sYbIf&result=1&isAdvanced=false. 
306 For more information on how Erdman arrived at this conclusion, see Notebook, “Introduction,” 10n. 
307 E579. 
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This commentary on viewing and seeing a collection of pictures is being viewed by Robert 

across the page [?]. There is a sense of play to this juxtaposition which is interesting to the tone 

of the overall page. PA 54 in the Notebook could be related to an annotation Blake made in 

relation to Discourse VII; a lecture concerned with standards of Taste and Beauty for artists. To 

illustrate his point that the work of the painter is ultimately to please the audience, Reynolds 

recounts his experience of Nicolas Poussin’s Perseus and Medusa’s Head: “I remember turning 

from it with disgust and should not have looked a second time.”308 The repulsion that Reynolds 

felt was based on the fact that “every principle of composition is violated;” as Poussin draws no 

principal figures, lights, subjects, or groups. The action is disjointed and diffused across the 

composition, and “the eye finds no repose any where [sic].”309 Eventually Reynolds discovered 

that this chaotic composition does bear the hallmarks of Poussin which he characterized as 

“correct drawing, forcible expression, and just character.”310 There is no reference to this picture 

that can be found and even at the time of publication, Malone adds in a footnote that this can be 

found in Sir Peter Burrel’s collection.311 It seems very improbable that Blake would have ever 

seen this picture but regardless, he has read enough of the Discourses to know that, “Reynolds's 

Eye. could not bear Characteristic Colouring or Light & Shade[.]”312 This comment is written in 

black ink and fits within the margins on the page nicely suggesting it is one of the later 

comments added to the book.  

Although Reynolds admits that “all the excellencies” that make Poussin a “learned 

painter” are present in this picture it is also the very example of why students should not follow 

 
308 Reynolds, Works, I:208.  
309 Reynolds, Works, I:208.  
310 Reynolds, Works, I:208.  
311 Malone, ed. Works, I:207. 
312 E660.  
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his example. “This conduct of Poussin I hold to be entirely improper to imitate. A picture should 

please at first sight, and appear to invite the spectator’s attention,” Reynolds explained.313 Blake 

banished the thought: “Please! Whom? Some Men Cannot See a Picture except in a Dark 

Corner[.]”314 This manuscript is the peculiar sort where Blake’s pencil writing is below and 

stretches beyond the corners of the black ink on top of it. He does not trace it minutely to conceal 

the phantom pencil manuscript below but allows it to remain. As I’ve discussed at length earlier, 

and in confirmation with Erdman’s position, this type of writing is Blake’s way of confirming his 

earlier pencilled text.  

Like the earlier mentioned profile portrait of Robert, looking at this manuscript, the 

position of the comment is important. Blake talks about the dark corner of a gallery space, but 

this segment itself is pushed into the corner of the page. To engage with it, you must shift the 

Notebook to the side and nearly squint to make out the lettering. There is an active participation 

required even for his own Notebook – something like an exhibition.315 Blake criticized the 

annual Summer Exhibitions at the Royal Academy as having only pictures with “the same 

Effect. a Piece of Machinery [ of ] <or>Points of Light to be put into a dark hole[.]”316 His 

comments on the Poussin anecdote in the annotations criticize the same values: Reynolds’ 

limited and misjudged taste. In the second comment in the annotations, Blake criticized 

Reynolds’ inability to see – again – unless the picture is in a dark corner. This could mean that he 

only sees the pictures that are accepted into the Royal Academy exhibitions – the ones that make 

it through on these ideals of Taste and Beauty set down in Discourse VII.   

 
313 Reynolds, Works, I:208.  
314 E660.  
315 This will be expanded in the next section of the thesis. 
316 Erdman, Notebook, 19.  
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A Spirit and a Vision are not, as the modern philosophy supposes, a cloudy vapour or a 

nothing: they are organized and minutely articulated beyond all that the mortal and 

perishing nature can produce. He who does not imagine in stronger and better lineaments, 

and in stronger and better light than his perishing mortal eye can see does not imagine at 

all. The painter of this work asserts that all his imaginations appear to him infinitely more 

perfect and more minutely organized than any thing [sic] seen by his mortal eye. Spirits 

are organized men: Moderns wish to draw figures without lines, and with great and heavy 

shadows; are not shadows more unmeaning than lines, and more heavy? O who can doubt 

this!317 

These lines about seeing and vision organs carry into the Laocoön.  

It manifests itself in his Works of Art (In Eternity All is Vision) 

All that we See is VISION from Generated Organs gone as soon as come 

Permanent in The Imagination; considered as Nothing by the NATURAL MAN318 

This section of the plate curves around the central image, annotating the rise of the principal 

figure of Laocoön, which will be analysed in further detail later in the thesis. 

PA 56:  

This section is a part of the draft for the Public Address. After analysing the scattered drafts and 

mentions throughout the Notebook, Erdman recognised that Blake was most likely anticipating 

the publication of this essay which he intended to work up from the raw materials of these 

Notebook paragraphs.319 The most probable date for the publication would have been in 1810, so 

 
317 E541-542. 
318 E273. 
319 Erdman, Notebook, N19 Transcript. 
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this manuscript drafting would have been around 1809, as noted by the announcement on page 

56.320  

At this point in the draft, Blake compares Rubens’ Luxembourg Gallery to Julio 

Romano’s frescoes in the Mantua palace. He is ruthlessly critical of Rubens’ work, calling it “the 

work of a blockhead” full of “bloated gods” that are “thrown together” with portraits of royalty 

in a “higgledy piggledy” fashion.321 In spite of this, to  Blake’s gall, Romano is discredited by 

Reynolds and other “English connoisseurs” as an unfit model to study – for his execution was 

lacking. In a play on art terminology and vernacular, Blake elevates himself to the status of a 

“Mental Prince” with the ability to execute, as he should: “decollate & hang their souls as Guilty 

of Mental High Treason.”322 

Blake, of course, owned all three volumes of the book Works and seems to have read all 

the content. This page from the Notebook provides excellent evidence of this interaction with 

Reynolds. In his annotations to Fresnoy’s The Art of Painting, Reynolds asks, “who knows that 

Julio Romano, if he had possessed the art and practice of colouring like Rubens, would not have 

given to it some taste of poetical grandeur not yet attained to?”323 This question is asked in 

relation to Romano’s The Chariot of the Sun (1527). Reynolds admits that Romano’s beasts 

“strike the imagination more forcibly,” but with the colour application of “the pencil of Rubens” 

may have elevated the art. Later in this account, Reynolds continues that Romano 

 
320 Erdman, Notebook, N19 Transcript. 
321 E580. 
322 E580. 
323 Reynolds, Works, III:174.  
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did not exactly understand either light and shadow, or colouring. He is frequently harsh 

and ungraceful; the folds of his draperies are neither beautiful nor great, easy nor natural, 

but all of them imaginary, and too like the habits of fantastical comedians.324  

This second volume is full of even more examples of unlikely comparisons between Old 

Masters. Comparing Romano to Rubens is done in extensive detail and often in the second 

volume which is perhaps, where Blake drew this correlation from. The brilliance of Romano’s 

genius is boiled down to “his Master’s [Raphael’s] excellencies.”325 Every artist has his own eye 

which means that he cannot have the same excellencies as another artist. This outright rejection 

of Romano’s distinct identity as an artist would be objectionable to Blake.  

PA 57:  

To the right of the centre image, PA 57, is written in a greyish-brown ink. This section does not 

directly interact with the main body of text but carries similar themes. This manuscript segment 

reads almost as a conversational explanation. Frustrated by the lack of judging vision of his 

peers, Blake states that Rubens and Correggio are poor models to judge on Execution. To 

illustrate his viewpoint, Blake references Sir Francis Bacon, an often-cited example in Reynolds’ 

Discourses and Blake’s marginalia. The dismissal is explained as, “a healthy child should be 

taught & compelled to walk like a cripple, while the Cripple must be taught to walk like healthy 

people. O rare wisdom.” This consideration may be drawn from a satiric verse found elsewhere 

in the Notebook:  

The Cripple every Step Drudges & labours 

And says come learn to walk of me Good Neighbours 

Sir Joshua in astonishment cries out 

 
324 Reynolds, Works, III:203.  
325 Reynolds, Works, III:298. 
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See what Great Labour Pain him & Modest Doubt 

Newton & Bacon cry being badly Nurst [sic]. 

He is all Experiments from last to first 

He walks & stumbles as if he crep [sic] 

And how high labourd [sic] is every step 

The themes of labour in artistry and craftsmanship are at play in both the right-hand segment of 

this page, but also in the satiric verse – all founded upon earlier inscriptions from the pages of 

the Works. From this single page taken out of context, we can see that the Notebook is an often-

overlooked rich source of information about Blake’s aesthetic theories. If the annotations to 

Works are the evidence of early contemplations of Blake’s, then the Notebook is where Blake 

continued to experiment and extend the initial thoughts. First, the annotations were responsive to 

the texts of Reynolds, using them to articulate his own artistic theories and philosophies. 

Secondly, building on the evidence of the use of marginalia in book culture of the time, it is 

likely that Blake would have loaned this book to friends; encouraging them to respond to his 

ideas. It would be a mistake to suggest that the annotations to the book came first and the 

Notebook was the drafting middle stage between the later published works like The Descriptive 

Catalogue. As previously acknowledged, the variety of writing utensil media and the re-writing 

over the top of pencil means that Blake interacted with the marginalia throughout the drafting 

process in the book. We can imagine that Blake used the Works from 1798 to around 1810, from 

Erdman’s estimation.326 Blake added to the Notebook over a much longer period. He probably 

moved backwards and forwards between the Notebook and the annotations over the latter period. 

In a sense, the method in which Blake’s annotations to Works have been used to render Blake’s 

 
326 E635n. 
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aesthetics and artistic theories is something he may have wanted. However, the complete erasure 

of Reynolds’ central text which invited the annotation ruins our ability to understand Blake’s 

comment. Further, the removal of the revisited commentary element also complicates the 

interpretation. The comments left in the tentative pencil should not carry the same sense of 

clarity and conviction as the neatly written black ink and less still with the published works like 

Descriptive Catalogue. 

In the Notebook, there are many examples where Blake seems to be responding to 

Reynolds and developing his thoughts as expressed in the annotations.  Beyond the Notebook, he 

further developed his theories on art in his other writing. PA 57, the righthand section of this 

page next to the central image, reads as follows:  

Who that has Eyes cannot see that Rubens & Correggio must have been very weak & 

Vulgar fellows & <we> are [ we ]to imitate their Execution. This is [ as if ] <like 

what>Sr Francis Bacon [ should downright assert ] <says>that a healthy Child should be 

taught & compelld to walk like a Cripple while the Cripple must be taught to walk like 

healthy people O rare wisdom327 

In Discourse I, Reynolds stated that, “A facility in composing, -- a lively, and what is called a 

masterly, handling of the chalk or pencil, are, it must be confessed, captivating qualities to young 

minds, and become of course the objects of their ambition.”328 

<I consider>The Following sentence is Supremely Insolent <for the following Reasons 

Why this Sentence should be begun by the Words A Facility in Composing I cannot tell 

unless it was to cast [ an Eye ] <a stigma>upon Real facility in Composition by 

Assimilating it with a Pretence to & Imitation of Facility in Execution or are we to 

 
327 E580. 
328 Reynolds, Works, I:13. 
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understand him to mean that Facility in Composing. is a Frivolous pursuit. A Facility in 

Composing is the Greatest Power of Art & Belongs to None but the Greatest Artists i.e., 

the Most Minutely Discriminating & Determinate329 

Now that I have demonstrated the method in which, I believe, is the best to understand a page 

from the Notebook, I will shift attention to pages that seem to be connected within a larger theme 

and feature manifestations from the marginalia. 

 
Figure 30. William Blake, page 24 of William Blake’s Notebook, British Library, 

London, United Kingdom, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-

blake.  

 

 
329 E643. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
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At first glance of page 24, we see that there are three pencil sketches: two in the upper left 

quadrant and one in the centre. The lower third of the page has manuscript in black ink that trails 

up the right side of the page, ending at about the centre of the edge. Above the black ink 

manuscript is a fainter, pencil comment. On the upper right of the page, there are a few spots of 

what appear to be aqua fortis, or nitric acid used for engraving. Despite these ornaments 

(intentional and accidental) on the page, the negative space, or unused area, is the most 

substantial part. The larger mise-en-page suggests that this sheet was used for working through 

ideas and refining the clarity of them. It also shows that Blake considered the entire layout of the 

paper but gave preference to images.  

Shifting to the content on the page, the upper left sketches reveal Blake used multiple 

spaces to trial designs. The two pencil drawings depict a male body held in the mouth of a giant 

humanoid creature with a flowing moustache and beard. The closest to the top sketch is smaller 

in size with focused detail work on the devouring mouth and moustache, whereas the larger 

sketch, located farther down and towards the left, is close-up yet larger in scale, and present 

more detail work on the body caught within the teeth. The two previous pages in the Notebook 

also depict a similar image and design. On page 22, there are three iterations of a “soaring human 

vulture.”330 All three sketches have a body caught in the mouth. The top two illustrations look as 

though Blake was experimenting with the sense of movement in the design. The top illustration 

appears more static, which probably accounts for the multitude of lines that make up the body 

extending almost past the page. The second sketch moved the body to a higher angle and 

reinforced the angular arm position to create a jolting effect to the creature’s movements. The 

 
330 Erdman, Notebook, N15. 
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final illustration on this page is a closer, detailed sketch for the design of mouth and the body 

caught within its grasp. 

 
Figure 31: William Blake, page 22 of William Blake’s Notebook, British Library, 

London, United Kingdom, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-

blake. 
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Figure 32: William Blake, page 23 of William Blake’s Notebook, British Library, 

London, United Kingdom, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-

blake. 

 

The next page has two sketches of the soaring monster with relatively little detail but thoughtful 

anatomical consideration. As seen on the previous page (figure 31), Blake is still working 

through the movement of the creature, as indicated by the hair being flung behind the monster as 

it flies and the symmetry of the arms despite the diving motion. Erdman laments that Blake 

probably sketched these designs for something that is now lost.331 However, we cannot say that it 

has entirely been lost as it is still available in the Notebook.  

 
331 Erdman, Notebook, N16. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-notebook-of-william-blake
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The attention to the monstrous visage and the victim’s body caught in the maw occurs on the 

page we’ve been focusing on, page 22. Over the course of three pages, Blake developed this 

soaring creature. As seen in figure 30, the soaring creature is conceptualized as an entire image; 

the second page, he focuses on the anatomy and propulsion of the creature; and finally, the 

details of the most horrific part of the image – the details. These three pages illuminate Blake’s 

creative process with multiple pages of edits, revisions, and mistakes. All these study drawings 

suggest that Blake worked through one element of a design on each sketch on each page. This 

means that Blake found it necessary to separate the sketches to better understand the whole, later 

composite image.  

Further, these drawings show Blake interacting with other artists’ designs. According to 

Erdman (as informed by Keynes), these illustrations are Blake’s interpretation of Henry Fuseli’s 

Ulysses Between Scylla and Charabydis (1796).332 Fuseli’s work was created as an epic piece to 

be included in the Milton Gallery, following the successes of Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery.333 

 
332 Erdman, Notebook, N17. 
333 For more on the Milton Gallery, see the in-depth monograph by Luisa Calè, Fuseli’s Milton Gallery: 

Turning Readers into Spectators, published in 2006. 
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Figure 33. Henry Fuseli, Odysseus facing the choice between Scylla and Charybdis, 

1796, oil on canvas, private collection. 
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Figure 34. Henry Fuseli, Detail of Odysseus facing the choice between Scylla and 

Charybdis, 1796, oil on canvas, private collection. 

 

The integration of another artist’s design and the re-imagination of it is an interesting point to 

consider. As a commercial engraver, Blake often worked from other artist’s designs to create 

new renditions. Out of all the artists that Blake would create engravings from, Fuseli is perhaps 

the most recognizable and most repeated artist.334  Erdman suggests that Blake sketched a sort of 

“Blake’s Milton Gallery” in response to the work completed by Fuseli.335 While Fuseli would be 

the painter of the exhibition, Blake sketched several scenes in a similar fashion. Erdman believes 

that the sketches are attempts at creating conversation with Fuseli’s works. This appropriation of 

his one-time friend’s art within his personal Notebook, suggests that he found the images to be 

compelling enough to attempt reinvention. The cache of images and designs that Blake would 

often revisit, not only Fuseli’s but from other sources beyond himself, are stored in the 

Notebook. For example, the centre image is a repeated emblem in Blake’s designs, The 

Traveller.336 As discussed in Part Two, Reynolds attempted to impress on the students at the 

Royal Academy that having a bank of images from worthy sources is an excellent practice. It 

seems that Blake agreed with this, even if only silently and in his personal practice. 

Another element that suggests that these pages were intended to be a locus for testing out 

ideas, is that the manuscript at the bottom is written in pencil, black ink, and does not follow a 

coherent or typical reading orientation. The manuscript comment written in pencil floats above 

the black ink argument and appears as a second thought or as another consideration to amend 

 
334 For comparisons of Blake’s Notebook entries and Fuseli’s works, see Erdman, Notebook, N17, N77, 

N100, N112, and N114. 
335 E578-579. 
336 For more about The Traveller image, see Frank M. Parisi’s "'Emblems of Morality': For Children: The 

Gates of Paradise." Interpreting Blake. Ed. Michael Phillips. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1978. 70-110. 
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what was written in the ink. In a way, the pencil is another sort of annotation – commenting on 

Blake’s own words this time. This pattern of commenting and annotating highlights a critical 

difference between the Notebook and marginalia as opposed to other works in Blake’s oeuvre. 

While the illuminated books require intensive interaction in their conception and execution, each 

individual copy eventually is determined as finished. Then it would be sold or given away as a 

singular product, out of Blake’s control. The Notebook and the annotated books were items that 

he would be able to pick up and interact with in a very different manner. The illuminated books, 

typographic works, and paintings are standalone works that can reach a finalized status; 

however, the nature of the Notebook is an example of an interactive object for Blake. This 

interactive object functioned as a space for thought, conception, execution, and experimentation. 

The object’s proximity in his daily life allowed for opportunities to revisit previous designs and 

drafts. The interactive status means that what is put into the Notebook can be viewed as non-

committal – as it can be erased, scratched through, or blurred. Further, the reveal of what is 

contained in the journal to an external eye would be entirely Blake’s choice that he could revoke 

at any time. This intimate reveal is a luxury that cannot occur in his completed works. 

A textual example of this revisiting process is a fragmentary note concerned with legacy 

at the bottom of page 19 (of the British Library’s pagination). In pen, Blake wrote: 

I wonder who can say Speak no Ill of the dead when it is asserted in the Bible that the 

name of the Wicked shall Rot It is Deistical Virtue I suppose but as I have none of this I 

will pour Aqua fortis on the Name of the Wicked & turn it into an Ornament & an 

Example to be Avoided by Some & Imitated by Others if they Please[.]337 

 
337 E579. 
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As examined earlier in the thesis, black ink pen script for Blake usually means that this is a 

thought through and determined accurate stance. However, there is still a drafting element to this 

inked comment. The first line of, “I wonder who can say Speak no Ill of the Dead” bears a pencil 

addition, floating above, that reads, “Are glad when they can find the grave[.]” The dual voices 

and dual mediums suggest that Blake revisited the sentiment inked at the bottom of the page and 

decided to add to it. However, it is pencil, perhaps the same pencil that drew the sketches on the 

page. This is not something I can determine, as access to the Notebook is denied to (just about) 

everyone. Nevertheless, the pencil annotation is written at a different time than the pen 

manuscript. Like the annotations to the Works of Sir Joshua, there is an element of revisiting 

previous thoughts written in the margins of a page. This time, Blake is annotating his own words.  

Continuing in pen at the bottom of this thought, “Columbus discovered [sic] America Vesputius 

finishd [sic] & smoothd [sic]” and then the text then moves along the right-hand edge of the page 

following the corner: “it over like an English Engraver or Correggio &/or Titian[.]” This thread 

appears to be concerned with another issue separate from the first about speaking ill of the dead. 

First, he states that Columbus discovered America, but that Amerigo Vespucci refined the 

understanding of the continent. Certainly, as history shows, Columbus was confused with his 

discovery, but Vespucci recognized the continent as the Mundus Novus, or the New World.338 He 

continued the simile: “like an English Engraver or Correggio &/or Titian,” which is a peculiar 

setup. Blake pairs Correggio with Titian often, for example, in the annotations to Discourse V: 

“Correggio & Titian Knew how to Execute what they could not Think or Invent[.]”339 The 

sentiment is very similar, suggesting that Correggio and Titian could not create original works 

 
338 There seems to be a resurgence of interest in Vespucci in the late 18th century because of previously 

undiscovered letters allegedly written by the navigator. However, most scholars now agree that they are 

fakes.  
339 E654. 
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but could finish another artist’s work. This comment that follows the right side of the page is like 

the drawings at the top: it also shows that Blake is considering other artists within his Notebook.  

 Blake’s Notebook, like the marginalia to Works, shows Blake wrestling with ideas for 

future works, both image and word. The methods and processes are difficult to deduce at times, 

especially in the Notebook, but we can see that it is a place in which Blake can revisit ideas. 

Here, we see that Blake does employ a process of working through and developing his ideas 

inspired from external sources, like Fuseli, Reynolds, and other interactions. The nature of the 

Notebook, whether highly private or not, is nearly impossible to say. However, in the next 

section, I will analyse the very public development of his artistic theories in the Descriptive 

Catalogue.  
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3.2 The Descriptive Catalogue (1809) and A Vision of The Last 

Judgment (1810) 

In 1809, William Blake organized an independent exhibition featuring sixteen of his paintings.340 

To accompany the event, he wrote The Descriptive Catalogue, which included explanatory 

statements about the pictures presented and explored his artistic philosophy and aesthetic 

theories. These are often difficult to decipher, as writing about art often is, but especially so 

when Blake, as always, tends towards Romantic mythos. Morris Eaves argues that Blake’s 

critical language, found in the Descriptive Catalogue and A Vision of the Last Judgment are best 

described as “conservative Enlightenment” discourse whereas his sentiments actually lie with 

those of a “radical romantic” nature.341 I argue that Blake did not have a singular theory of art; he 

was constantly drafting, editing, and extending his perspective on art. Eaves tends to suggest that 

there is a clearer and particular way to read Blake’s artistic philosophies and practices, heavily 

dependent, contra John Barrell, on an implied teleology from Enlightenment to Romantic,  but I 

suggest that is exactly why he finds Blake’s prose to be challenging to track. Without 

considering the previous writing in the Notebook and the marginalia in the Works of Sir Joshua 

Reynolds, it is difficult trace the development or perhaps more appropriately changes in his 

 
340 The paintings were as follows: The Spiritual Form of Nelson Guiding Leviathan; The Spiritual Form 

of Pitt Guiding Behemoth; The Canterbury Pilgrims, from Chaucer; The Bard, from Gray; The Ancient 

Britons; A Subject from Shakspeare [sic]; The Goats; The Spiritual Protector; Satan Calling up His 

Legions, from Milton; The Bramins [sic], a Drawing; “Cain Fleeing from the Wrath of God,” or “The 

Body of Abel found by Adam and Eve, Cain fleeing away,” A Drawing; Soldiers Casting Lots for Christ’s 

Garment, A Drawing; Jacob’s Ladder, A Drawing; Angels Hovering over the Body of Jesus in the 

Sepulcher, a Drawing; Ruth, A Drawing; The Penance of Jane Shore, A Drawing. The phrase “a 

drawing” added to the titles of a few of these pieces is not indicative of pen or pencil illustration as we 

would expect today. Instead, it refers to a mixed media format typically of watercolour and pen. For more 

information on the individual pieces in the exhibition, see Martin Myrone’s edited version of Blake’s 

Descriptive Catalogue, Seen in My Visions: A Descriptive Catalogue of Pictures (London: Tate 

Publishing, 2009).  
341 Morris Eaves, William Blake’s Theory of Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1982), 130. 
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thought. Nevertheless, I want to make it clear that my primary purpose is not to offer new 

interpretations of the Descriptive Catalogue or A Vision of the Last Judgment. My intention with 

this thesis is to present what I believe is a better way to approach Blake’s artistic theories and 

philosophies using the various manifestations of the marginalia. At the beginning of this section, 

I will discuss the possible motivations behind Blake organizing an independent exhibition. Next, 

I will analyse the unique format he chose for his exhibition catalogue. This ambitious venture 

had many potential benefits for Blake: a chance for self-branding, promotional value, increasing 

commercial interest, and the amplification of his perspectives on art. These goals are indeed very 

similar to the desired outcomes of the marginalia found in The Works of Sir Joshua by Blake, if 

with a more public orientation. Ultimately, I argue that the Descriptive Catalogue can be 

understood as marginalia to the paintings in the gallery.  

The only exhibition of Blake’s work during his lifetime was in 1809 and held his 

brother’s store on Broad Street in London. There were many reasons why Blake might have 

wanted to stage an independent exhibition. Northrop Frye theorized that there are six reasons as 

to why Blake would have decided to run his own exhibition. First, the Descriptive Catalogue and 

the pictures in the exhibition would work together to “set forth his new idea [the portable 

fresco]…and illustrate what the processes would do and how durable it was.”342 In Blake’s 

advertisement for the exhibition, he wrote that his invention of a “portable fresco” would be 

“worthy [of] the consideration of the Rich and those who have the direction of public Works.”343 

Because of the small size of the pictures, it would be simpler to install and remove “at 

pleasure.”344 As explored in part two of this thesis, frescoes are a medium associated with Old 

 
342 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 409. 
343 E527. 
344 E527. 
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Masters such as Raphael and Michelangelo. Blake continued in his advertisement that the 

portable fresco he was exhibiting would enrich the nation just like the works of Raphael and 

Michelangelo did for Italy. And for Blake, he believed that this invention and his sharing of the 

medium was “the greatest of Duties to my country.”345 The second reason Frye listed for the 

independent exhibition was that by writing the catalogue, he would be able to justify the 

“majestic frescoes of startling brilliance and freshness of colour” that his invention would bring 

to the English public. This feeds into the third reason, that the proliferation of oil painting on the 

market was a disadvantage to the nation because of the smudged effects and “how unsuitable it is 

as a medium for heroic painting.”346 As previously explored in the second part of this thesis, the 

Grand Style of painting, or academic history painting, was of premier importance to both Blake 

and Reynolds. If this was to be the method in which Great Britain positioned itself as a glorious 

nation of art and empire, excelling at this style of painting was critical. The fourth reason, Frye 

suggested, was to “indicate how a man of vision looks at his time, and how political events and 

figures are evolved by the artist into imperishable forms,” the most obvious examples  being the 

pictures of William Pitt and Lord George Nelson.347 Fifth, Frye gives, was that by bringing to the 

forefront British myths of “Albion, Arthur, Druids, ancient Bards, and the island of Atlantis,” 

Blake could set out a unique path to uplift the British nation at a time of crisis.348 Lastly, Blake’s 

rationale for a solo independent exhibition with a descriptive catalogue accompanying it would 

be to “show the British public what immense storehouses of genius they have in their own poets” 

if viewed with the correct vision and finished with proper execution.349 

 
345 E528. 
346 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 409. 
347 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 409. 
348 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 409. 
349 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 410. 
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Building on Frye’s important account, I would draw particular attention to Blake’s 

feelings of neglect by the Royal Academy and the primary reason why he decided to exhibit his 

works independently and support them with a statement of his theories on art in the Descriptive 

Catalogue. What too Blake-centred an approach risks ignoring, though, is that plenty of other 

painters felt similar tensions in this period and decided to stage their own exhibitions. Blake 

certainly felt that his use of watercolour instead of oil paint caused his works to be “regularly 

refused to be exhibited by the Royal Academy and the British Institution.”350 The hierarchical 

about the different media for the visual played an important role in the selection of artists chosen 

to exhibit. Blake’s work was selected to be exhibited at the Royal Academy Annual Exhibition 

on six different occasions, the last time in 1808, not long before his personal exhibition, it ought 

to be noted that the arrangement of the pictures was a source of massive friction in the artistic 

community during the time and a source of resentment for Blake. The decisions made by 

members of the Hanging Committee at the Royal Academy amplified the struggle for 

recognition and status for watercolour artists upon the move to Somerset House in 1780.351 The 

upper floors were well-appointed and sophisticated public galleries of oil paintings (see figure 

35), whereas the ground floor was reserved for watercolours and other lower-ranking mediums.  

 
350 E527, original emphasis. 
351 Blake exhibited paintings at the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition in 1780, 1784, 1785, 1799, 1800, 

and 1808. For more information on what was presented at the Royal Academy Exhibition in those years, 

see www.chronicle250.com. 
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Figure 35. Thomas Rowlandson, Exhibition Room, Somerset House, 1808, etching and 

aquatint, hand coloured, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, New York, 

United States of America, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/636776.  

 

This poor appointment, a reporter for the St. James Chronicle suggested, meant that less talented 

artists would not contribute to the exhibition as genuine “Artists will not be so imprudent as to 

lend good Drawings to be disadvantageously viewed in such a Place.”352 Blake contributed to the 

first Royal Academy first exhibition at Somerset Place: a pen and ink drawing called The Death 

of Earl Godwin. If the viewing conditions were as the reviewer claimed, it may have been a 

disappointing experience for young Blake. After many public complaints, the Council Room was 

designated as a space for watercolours and drawings to be hung from 1795 until 1809, the same 

year as Blake’s independent exhibition, in the hope that it would alleviate the criticism. 

However, it seems that the problem merely mutated into another issue. A writer for The Literary 

Panorama noted that pictures in the Council Room were overwhelmed by side lighting and “too 

 
352 St. James’s Chronicle, 22-24 May 1788. 54. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/636776
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often a vicious glare [came] dazzling upon them, whereby their true effect is injured.”353 Greg 

Smith generously writes that, “it is debatable whether works in watercolours were placed at a 

greater disadvantage” than oil paintings, “but the artists themselves felt that the exhibitions did 

not allow their talents either collectively or individually to be ‘fairly evinced…nor could the 

public justly appreciate the merits of such a separate department of art.’”354  

Blake and other artists felt disenfranchised by either the exclusion or relative neglect of 

the Royal Academy. This sentiment reverberates throughout the Descriptive Catalogue as Blake 

describes his gallery as open “For Public Inspection,” the supposed goal of the Royal Academy 

exhibition.355 Perhaps referencing the poor exhibition conditions for watercolours, the 

Descriptive Catalogue opens with: “Mr. B. appeals to the Public, from the judgment of those 

narrow blinking eyes, that have too long governed art in a dark corner.”356 Instead of the dark 

corners in the gloomy downstairs or the searing light which would make a viewer squint at a 

painting in the Council Room, Blake’s exhibition and Descriptive Catalogue invited closer 

inspection from the public. This intimation between Blake and the reader/spectator sets up his 

gallery as an answer to the segregation of the Royal Academy’s annual exhibitions.  

In the scholarship on the 1809 exhibition, the physicality of Blake’s showroom space has 

been a recent focus.357 Blake’s exhibition was held on the upper floor of the family hosiery 

 
353 Literary Panorama, vol. 2, pp. 621, 1807. 
354 Smith, Greg. “Watercolourists and Watercolours at the Royal Academy, 1780-1836.” Solkin, David 

H., ed. Art on the Line: The Royal Academy Exhibitions at Somerset House, 1780-1836. New Haven, CT: 

Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art and the Courtauld Institute Gallery by 

Yale University Press, 2001. (pp. 195). As Barrell contends, the “public” for Blake is a thorny issue: “It 

seems that for Blake, the English audience is only a public when it exhibits (as it rarely does) the qualities 

necessary to appreciate his work…the ‘public’ is for Blake as for his immediate predecessors [like 

Reynolds] best understood as a concept rather than an identifiable body of people.” For more on the idea 

of the public for Blake, see The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt, pp. 253-257. 
355 E527, E529.  
356 E529. 
357 Tate Britain’s 2019 retrospective William Blake exhibition recreated the physical space of the original 

1809 showroom. Like a diorama, the Tate built up walls and a wooden floor for visitors to step into the 
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business run by his brother in Soho. Morris Eaves believes that the staging of this showroom 

outside of an institutional space, like the Royal Academy or Boydell Gallery, was significant to 

Blake’s “romantic individualism.”358 Indeed, Eaves admits to using Blake and Reynolds as 

“shorthand expressions” for Romanticism and Enlightenment, respectively.359 His binary 

opposition of the two artists is underpinned by the idea that Blake was uninterested in gaining 

access to the group Reynolds symbolized. Instead, Eaves argues, the independent exhibition was 

intended to “generate a group with his own imagination at the centre.” 360 However, this analysis 

neglects the fact that several artists, including J.M.W. Turner, attempted to declare their 

independence by maintaining private, residential galleries.361 In spite of this independent streak 

on the part of the artists, Eaves attempts to dissuade us from viewing Blake’s independent 

exhibition as an Enlightenment influenced “maverick mentality.”362 This “maverick mentality” 

that Eaves refers to arises from Wylie Sypher’s assertion that the romantics are linked by a 

feeling not “any agreement about execution.”363 Eaves takes this a step further that “Blake and 

the institutions that represent artistic consensus are sadly at odds...Blake wants to be accepted, of 

course, but he does not want agreement. He wants inclusion on his own terms.”364 Other artists 

were similar in this regard; for example, Gainsborough’s increasingly strained relationship with 

Reynolds compelled him to remove his works from all Royal Academy events in 1784. As a 

founding member of the Royal Academy and a well-represented painter in the exhibitions, 

 
1809 exhibition. For more information on this, see the William Blake Exhibition Catalogue (London: 

Tate Publishing), 2019. 
358 Eaves, William Blake’s Theory of Art, 76.  
359 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art, 6.  
360 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art, 76.  
361 Giles Walkley, Artists’ Houses in London, 1764-1914 (Aldershot, Hants, England: Scholar Press, 

1994). 17-23.  
362 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art, 76. 
363 Wylie Sypher, Literature and Technology - The Alien Vision (New York: Random House, 1971). 41. 
364 Eaves, Blake’s Theory on Art, 76.  
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Gainsborough’s withdrawal caused a public scandal. The day before the exhibition opened, The 

Gazetteer reported:  

The celebrated Mr. Gainsborough, whose labours have so much contributed to enrich the 

Royal Academy for several seasons past, has been under the necessity of withdrawing his 

performances from this year’s exhibition!—The occasion of this step, it is said, was a 

refusal on the part of the Academical Council, to hang one particular picture in a situation 

capable of shewing its effect.365 

As with the previously mentioned struggles between the watercolour artists and the hanging 

committee, Gainsborough also dealt with a similar situation.366 For him, the separation from the 

Royal Academy and introduction of his independently organized exhibition, had nothing to do 

with being excluded but rather, it afforded him a greater amount of personal freedom. Blake, 

however, had relatively little to do with Gainsborough and less admiration for his art. So, to say 

that Gainsborough and Blake saw eye to eye on this issue would be a mistake, although the 

similarities exist in their respective situations. 

An artist with much more influence on Blake, George Romney, also organized 

independent exhibitions of his work hosted from home. I believe that Romney is perhaps the 

biggest influence behind Blake’s organization of an independent exhibition. Romney proved 

himself to be particularly astute at marketing and branding in the commercialized, highly 

competitive London art world.367 He set his prices considerably lower than Reynolds and 

 
365 The Gazetteer, 23 April 1784. For more information on the rift between Reynolds, Gainsborough, and 

their financial affairs, see Michael Rosenthal’s The Art of Thomas Gainsborough: “A Little Business for 

the Eye,” published 1999. 
366 Although, it must be noted that Gainsborough received very favourable conditions compared to other 

artists.  
367 Heather McPherson, “Reconsidering Romney,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 36, no. 3 (Spring 2003): 

411–22.  
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Gainsborough and promised a faster turn-around for portraits, thanks to his technique of painting 

directly on primed canvas.368 As Heather McPherson points out, Romney’s lack of engagement 

with the art world is often framed negatively, for example, “he was not a member of the Royal 

Academy, did not exhibit his works publicly after 1772, and was moody, unsociable, and 

reclusive.”369 These criticisms centre primarily around the “maverick mentality” that Eaves 

resists in his analysis of Blake. Romney and Blake met in the 1790s, most likely bonding over 

their similar political beliefs and similar approaches to art.370 Richard Cumberland, a friend of 

Romney admitted he was a difficult man to befriend, as Romney was “shy, private, studious and 

contemplative; conscious of all the disadvantages and privations of a very stinted education.”371 

It was observed that Romney, “seemed always to avoid associating with Gentlemen of his 

Profession.”372 Three exceptions to this observation were: Jeremiah Meyer, Ozias Humphry, and 

John Flaxman. Of course, Blake and Flaxman’s relationship has been well-documented. G.E. 

Bentley, Jr. explained that “for half a lifetime Flaxman found praise and patrons for his fiery 

friend.” Romney was also admired by Blake.373 According to a letter by Flaxman, Romney 

admired Blake’s work from as early as 1784, evidenced by the compliment that Blake’s 

historical drawings “rank with those of Ml. Angelo.”374 As we have seen from Blake’s 

annotations, a comparison to Michelangelo’s drawings would be an intensely satisfying 

compliment (as they would have been to anyone). Further still, Romney was the original buyer 

 
368 McPherson, “Reconsidering Romney,” 415.  
369 McPherson, “Reconsidering Romney,” 415. 
370 Morton D. Paley, “William Blake, George Romney, and The Life of George Romney, Esq.,” Blake/An 

Illustrated Quarterly 45, no. 2 (Fall 2011): 50–65. 
371 Richard Cumberland, Memoirs of Richard Cumberland, ed. Henry Flanders (Philadelphia, PA: Parry 

and McMillan, 1856).  211. 
372 Cumberland, Cumberland, 211.  
373 G.E. Bentley, Jr., “Blake’s Engravings and His Friendship with Flaxman,” Studies in Bibliography 12 

(1959). 161–88. 
374 Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, United Kingdom, ms., letter, John Romney. 
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of several of Blake’s illuminated books: America, A Prophecy (copy A), The [First] Book of 

Urizen (copy B), Visions of the Daughters of Albion (copy F), and Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience (copy A).375 Already befriended by Flaxman and one of Romney’s artistic friends, I 

believe that Blake decided to reach out to Ozias Humphry to broaden his social and artistic 

circle. Around May 1809, Blake wrote to Humphry:  

You will see in this little work the cause of difference between you & me. You demand 

of me to Mix two things that Reynolds has confessd [sic] cannot be mixed. You will 

percieve [sic] that I not only detest False Art but have the Courage to say so Publickly 

[sic]. & to dare. all the Power on Earth to oppose— Florentine & Venetian Art cannot 

exist together Till the Venetian & Flemish are destroyd [sic] the Florentine & Roman 

cannot Exist, This will be shortly accomplishd [sic]. till then I remain Your Grateful 

although [sic] seemingly otherwise I say Your Grateful & Sincere [line break] 

WILLIAM BLAKE I inclose [sic] a ticket of admission if you should honour my 

Exhibition with a Visit[.]376 

Containing a ticket to the 1809 exhibition and possibly a copy of the Descriptive Catalogue, the 

letter seems to be working from Romney’s playbook. By not participating in the institutional 

exhibition culture, Romney and Blake are depicted as being Romantic loner artists.377 This may 

be true in some senses but what is more important to note is that independent exhibitions shift 

the power balance and allow for greater public image control. By withdrawing from the 

 
375 Joseph Viscomi, “The Myth of Commissioned Illuminated Books: George Romney, Isaac D’Israeli, 

and ‘ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTY designs … of Blake’s,’” Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly, 23.2 (Fall 

1989): 48-74. 
376 E770. 
377 For more on the relationship between George Romney and William Blake, see Morton D. Paley’s 

article, “William Blake, George Romney, and The Life of George Romney, Esq.” in Blake/An Illustrated 

Quarterly, volume 45, issue 2 of Fall 2011. https://bq.blakearchive.org/45.2.paley. 
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institution when it no longer serves the artist, they are in control of their reputation and sharing 

their artistic theories with more people.  

For all the freedoms it might have given, Blake’s exhibition in 1809 proved to be a 

commercial and critical failure. The only known review, Robert Hunt’s in The Examiner, went 

so far as to describe Blake as, “an unfortunate lunatic, whose personal inoffensiveness secures 

him from confinement.”378 Hunt judged the Descriptive Catalogue to be a “farrago of nonsense, 

unintelligibleness, and egregious vanity.” the entries were “wild effusions of a distempered 

brain.”379 Another contemporary of Blake, Henry Crabb Robinson, called the Descriptive 

Catalogue a “veritable folio of fragmentary utterances on art and religion, without plan or 

arrangement,” but nevertheless found much more value in the work than Hunt.380 After listing a 

litany of explosive phrases from the Descriptive Catalogue, Robinson explains, “these are the 

wildest and most extravagant passages of the book, which lead to the consideration with which 

we begin this account. No one can deny that, as even amid these aberrations gleams of reason 

and intelligence shine out[.]”381 Current scholars tread somewhere between Hunt and Robinson’s 

analysis. Eric Loy characterizes the Descriptive Catalogue as a “high decibel, cacophonous, 

aggressive amalgam of painting by painting descriptions,” with argumentative positions on 

artistic practices and principles “coloured by enthusiasm, resentment, blame, and defensiveness, 

sharpened by hints of conspiracy, technical description, and assorted other forays, often within a 

 
378 Leigh Hunt, The Selected Writings of Leigh Hunt, edited by Robert Morrison and Michael Eberle-

Sinatra (Florence: Taylor & Francis Group, 2003), 606. 
379 Hunt, Selected Writings, 605. 
380 Henry Crabb Robinson, William Blake: The Critical Heritage, ed. G.E. Bentley, Jr., The Critical 

Heritage Series (London; Boston: Routledge & K. Paul, 1975), 159. 
381 Robinson, William Blake: The Critical Heritage, 161.  
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single entry.”382 This characterization is also found on the Blake Archive page introducing the 

Descriptive Catalogue directly before the user accesses the material. This account of the 

Descriptive Catalogue is certainly a legitimate enough, but the litany rather obscures the 

question of the literary genre of art catalogues in the period, which tended to privilege the 

description of individual paintings over any coherent account of theoretical principles. Every 

entry in Blake’s catalogue invokes principles, theories, opinions, and critiques of other artists 

based on the specificities of each of the paintings they describe. Instead of viewing the entries as 

a kaleidoscopic foray into his theories of art in general, it is important to recognize that Blake is 

approaching each picture from a set of issues explored from different angles. 

This leads to the next point about the format of the Descriptive Catalogue. At this time, 

exhibition catalogues were brief and functioned primarily to list basic information about what 

was in the showroom. For example, see figure 36, a page from the Royal Academy Annual 

Exhibition of 1809.  

 
382 Eric Loy, “Publication: A Descriptive Catalogue,” Hell’s Printing Press: The Blog of the Blake 

Archive and Blake Quarterly, 30 April 2018, accessed 3 March 2022 

https://blog.blakearchive.org/2018/04/30/publication-a-descriptive-catalogue/. 
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Figure 36. The Exhibition of the Royal Academy, MDCCCIX. Published in conjunction 

with an exhibition of the same title, organized by and presented at the Royal Academy of 

Arts, Summer 1809. 

 

Optimized for functionality, the exhibition catalogue is clear about the title of the work, the 

artist, and the number corresponds to the position it occupied in the area of the gallery. Blake’s 

Descriptive Catalogue, however, did not have the same necessity for optimized space or clarity 

about which pictures are which. Blake’s approach and the resultant styling of the Descriptive 

Catalogue were unique at the time for British gallery and exhibition catalogues, however much 

they shared some of their basic features. Konstantinos Stefanis argues that the Descriptive 

Catalogue stems from the French tradition of catalogue raisonnés: a completed, published, and 
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analytical catalogue of one artist’s work.383 He argues that the connection between descriptive 

catalogues and catalogues raisonnés in England was introduced with the bilingual publication of 

James Tassie’s A Descriptive Catalogue of a General Collection of Ancient and Modern 

Engraved Gems (1791). This catalogue lists over 15,000 examples of engraved gems and “was 

both a reference work and an advertising catalogue of Tassie’s practice.”384 It should be added 

that Blake most likely encountered this same text when he was commissioned for engraving 

work for The Cyclopædia; or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature (1802-

1819) by Abraham Rees. I suspect that his research led to the encounter of Tassie’s catalogue for 

his own plates on gem engraving (see figure 37).385  

 
383 Konstantinos Stefanis, “Reasoned Exhibitions: Blake in 1809 and Reynolds in 1813,” Tate Papers 14 

(Autumn 2010).  
384 Stefanis, “Reasoned Exhibitions.” 
385 There is evidence that this plate was one of the first commissions for this book. Blake would later 

contribute engraved plates for the sculpture section of the Cyclopædia which included the first iteration of 

the Laocoön group. For more on this, see Frank Kafker’s Notable Encyclopedias of the Late Eighteenth 

Century: Eleven Successors of the Encyclopédie (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation at the Taylor Institution, 

1994). 
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Figure 37. William Blake, “Miscellany – Gem Engraving” page from Volume III of The 

Cyclopædia; or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature, 1819, Abraham 

Rees, Designs by John Farey, Sr. and engraved by William Blake and Wilson Lowry, 

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan, United States of America. 

 

The catalogue raisonnés format is an interesting conflation of commercial and scholarly 

pursuits. Another source of the catalogue raisonnés style around the time was The bee; or, a 

companion to the Shakespeare Gallery: containing a catalogue raisonné of all the pictures; with 

comments, illustrations, and remarks by Humphry Repton in 1789. Repton introduced his work 

as a “necessary consequence” to explain the brilliance of the Shakespeare Gallery.386 Because of 

this new style of exhibition related literature, he continued in his introduction to explain his 

format: 

 
386 Humphry Repton, The Bee; or a Companion to the Shakespeare Gallery: Containing a Catalogue 

Raisonné of All the Pictures; with Comments, Illustrations, and Remarks (London: T. Cadell, in the 

Strand, 1789), 2. 
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Through Shakespeare’s soul, the Genius, of British Poetry poured forth the most 

wondrous efforts of the Pen; and, by the same channel, the Genius of British Painting 

now displays the choicest Productions of the Pencil. Impressed by these considerations, 

the Bee was induced to remove his labours hither, and to quit his original design of 

commenting on the Pictures of the Royal Academy, where the multitude of portraits and 

less interesting objects, rendered it impossible to take notice of every Picture; while here, 

each subject will call forth some occasion for remark.387 

Repton directly stated that the pictures presented by the Royal Academy were not as interesting 

as those in the Shakespeare Gallery. The Royal Academy exhibitions were too immense to create 

the strong response as the Shakespeare Gallery, meaning that he felt able to dwell and delve 

deeper into his individual responses to each painting. Since it was his own independent solo 

exhibition, Blake would naturally feel similarly towards his own works. By using a descriptive 

catalogue format, he would be able to “call forth” any meaningful remarks he would wish to 

express to the public. As we have seen from the first part of this thesis, this feeling of needing to 

“call forth” any statements were typical for Blake – whether on the page of someone else or on 

his own. 

 Another reason for selecting the more descriptive format of an exhibition catalogue is 

that is created the space for him to expand on a justification of his practice and offer his paintings 

for sale. While I wish to make it clear that Blake was certainly intending to make money and 

seek future patrons out from the crowd, the publication of the Descriptive Catalogue allowed for 

Blake to create the appropriate setting for approaching his pictures.388 The catalogues like those 

 
387 Repton, The Bee, 6. 
388 In fact, the commercial element is crucial to remember about the exhibition. Placed directly before the 

preface in the Descriptive Catalogue, Blake provided purchasing conditions:  
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of the Royal Academy do not allow for analysis or commentary but the descriptive format does 

just that. Because Blake wrote his own exhibition catalogue, it was another extension of his 

personal curation. First, there are lucid explanations of how payment would be processed for 

completed pictures and the timeline for their delivery indicates that all the paintings were for 

sale. Although the exhibition was relatively small, the choice to offer every painting means that 

this was not just intended to show his artistic capability. Secondly, his inclusion of the 

forthcoming Canterbury Pilgrims engraving was to solicit for future work and patrons who may 

be longer-term purchasers. But the Descriptive Catalogue is much more than a statement of the 

conditions of sale and a listing of what hung in the gallery. In it, he provided critical and 

analytical discussion of the works on view, referenced other artists, and essays into Blake’s 

aesthetics. The Descriptive Catalogue was an opportunity to set out his opinions on art on a 

grander scale to a wider (if still limited) public. Similar to the annotations in the Works of Sir 

Joshua, the central focus (Reynolds’ text, the paintings) is commented on and explored by Blake 

(marginalia, the Descriptive Catalogue).  

The Tate Britain Blake show of 2019-2020 aimed to recreate his 1809 exhibition, but 

many of the paintings that Blake exhibited have gone missing.389 Perhaps because of the missing 

pictures and the fact there relatively few responses from spectators at the time have survived, the 

fact that the Descriptive Catalogue tends to become the centre of scholarly attention when 

 
I. One third of the price to be paid at the time of Purchase and remainder on Delivery. 

II. The Pictures and Drawings to remain in the Exhibition till its close, which will be the 29th of 

September 1809; and the Picture of the Canterbury Pilgrims, which is to be engraved, will be 

Sold only on condition of its remaining in the Artist's hands twelve months, when it will be 

delivered to the Buyer. 

 
389 These missing pictures are The Ancient Britons, The Goats, The Spiritual Protector, and The Bramins 

[sic]. 
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discussing the exhibition.390 Like the marginalia, this removal from the original context of the 

physical space of the showroom with the paintings complicates our understanding of Descriptive 

Catalogue’s essential functions. The interconnections and humour become clearer when 

examining the Descriptive Catalogue and the paintings are presented together as they originally 

were, in that small exhibition room. Of course, for Blake, the extensive work done on the 

Descriptive Catalogue and the setup and layout of the exhibition was evidence of the importance 

of this moment in his career. It is not difficult to imagine that Blake saw this as an opportunity to 

share with the wider public his points of view towards art. However, Troy R.C. Patenaude points 

out that the admission price for the exhibition was the standard price of the time, which was “set 

to exclude the lower classes,” and with added expense for connoisseurs was a copy of the 

Descriptive Catalogue at two shillings and six-pence suggests he wanted a more noble, higher-

spending audience to read his essays.391 Patenaude contends that this extortionate price was set to 

appeal to, in Blake’s words, “those who best understand such things.”392 While I believe this 

could be an oversimplification of Blake’s intentions, Patenaude’s argument is important to 

consider. While the exhibition may have outpriced some of the lower or middling classes, it may 

have been to elevate his own status as an artist. If Blake were to make the exhibition free or the 

Descriptive Catalogue available at a much lower price, it may have suggested that his work was 

not worth as much (fiscally or culturally) as other competing artists at the time.  

 
390 As noted earlier, the Tate Britain Exhibition, “William Blake,” featured an immersive recreation of the 

small domestic room in which Blake showed his art in 1809. Intended for the spectator to experience how 

the works were shown in such a space. For more information on the Tate exhibition in 2019-2020, see 

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/william-blake/exhibition-guide.   
391 Troy R.C. Patenaude, ‘“The Glory of a Nation”: Recovering William Blake’s 1809 Exhibition,” 

British Art Journal 4, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 52–63. 
392 E528. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/exhibition/william-blake/exhibition-guide
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Having explained something of the context for the Descriptive Catalogue in Blake’s 1809 

exhibition, I want now to return to its content, and the relationship between the opinions Blake 

expressed there, and his annotations to the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. I have been suggesting 

throughout this thesis that the annotations functioned as a kind of laboratory of ideas for Blake. 

The Descriptive Catalogue allows us to see some of the results of his experiments in the margins. 

In Blake’s entry for The Bard, from Gray, the fourth work described in the catalogue, Blake 

begins with lines taken from the poem that inspired the picture: 

On a rock, whose haughty brow 

Frown'd o'er old Conway's foaming flood, 

Robed in the sable garb of woe, 

With haggard eyes the Poet stood, 

Loose his beard, and hoary hair 

Stream'd like a meteor to the troubled air. 

Weave the warp, and weave the woof 

The winding sheet of Edward's race.393 

Thomas Gray’s The Bard, A Pindaric Ode (1757) is about Edward I’s army and their encounter 

with a Welsh bard who curses the king and predicts the return of Welsh rule through the Tudors. 

The Poet, or the Bard, stands above the men, looming ominously (see figure 38).  

 
393 E541. 
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Figure 38. William Blake, The Bard, from Gray, 1809, water-based tempera with a glue 

and/or gum binder and with pen and ink outlining and shell gold or gold leaf on canvas, 

2’ x 1’5 (60 x 44.1 cm), Tate Collection, London, United Kingdom, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/preview/but655?descId=but655.1.pt.01. 

 

After quoting from Gray’s poem, Blake began his own remarks on his painting: “weaving the 

winding sheet of Edward's race by means of sounds of spiritual music and its accompanying 

expressions of articulate speech is a bold, and daring, and most masterly conception, that the 

http://www.blakearchive.org/preview/but655?descId=but655.1.pt.01
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public have embraced and approved with avidity.”394 The shroud for a corpse, before burial 

being woven by music and the poetic genius of the people from the land is a narrative for Blake 

that would certainly elevate the myths of the British Isles. As explored earlier in this section, 

Frye believed that Blake was keen to resurrect these national stories to create history paintings 

unique to Great Britain. He continued: 

Poetry consists in these conceptions; and shall Painting be confined to the sordid drudgery of 

facsimile representations of merely mortal and perishing substances, and not be as poetry and 

music are, elevated into its own proper sphere of invention and visionary conception? No, it 

shall not be so! Painting, as well as poetry and music, exists and exults in immortal 

thoughts.395 

These “immortal thoughts” do not necessarily ring true to any sentiment’s marginalia in their 

exact phrasing. However, they can be linked to the perspectives Blake has brought up time and 

again in the marginalia and elsewhere about ”visionary conception,” especially when he claims 

that had he “any other power than that of a poetic visionary,” his art “would have been as dull as 

his adversary’s.”396 The specific adversary is Thomas Stothard’s oil painting version of The 

Pilgrimage to Canterbury which was commissioned by Robert Cromek. Blake claimed that 

Cromek had first approached him for a Canterbury Pilgrims piece but decided on Stothard. 

However, the contrarian rhetoric and the specific content of what Blake says summons the 

annotations for anyone who has read them. By 1809, Reynolds had been dead for 17 years, but 

his presence was still naturally felt in the English world of art. Certainly Blake’s defence of the 

Canterbury Pilgrims painting takes up the terrain of his struggle with Reynolds:  

 
394 E541. 
395 E541. 
396 E541. 
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the connoisseurs and artists who have made objections to Mr. B.'s mode of representing 

spirits with real bodies, would do well to consider that the Venus, the Minerva, the 

Jupiter, the Apollo, which they admire in Greek statues, are all of them representations of 

spiritual existences of God's immortal, to the mortal perishing organ of sight; and yet they 

are embodied and organized in solid marble. 

Those who find it jarring that Blake would represent spirits with corporeal bodies are called upon 

to remember the pleasure they find in the solid forms of Greek sculpture. In Discourse V, 

Reynolds examines Poussin’s execution of the historical and mythological subjects: “the style 

and the language in which such stories are told, is not the worse for preserving some relish of the 

old way of painting … the mind was thrown back into antiquity not only by the subject but the 

execution.”397 To the side of this paragraph, Blake wrote a simple but large note: “True[.]”398 In 

the next paragraph, Reynolds provided an explanation of his previous point: 

If Poussin in imitation of the Ancients represents Apollo driving his chariot out of the sea 

by way of representing the Sun rising, if he personifies Lakes and Rivers, it is no-wise 

offensive in him; but seems perfectly of a piece with the general air of the picture. On the 

contrary, if the Figures which people his pictures had a modern air of countenance, if 

they appeared like our countrymen, if the draperies were like cloth or silk of our 

manufacture, if the landskip [sic] had the appearance of a modern view, how ridiculous 

would Apollo appear instead of the Sun; an Old Man, or a Nymph with an urn, to 

represent a River or a Lake?399 

 
397 Reynolds, Works, I:134. 
398 E655. 
399 Reynolds, Works, I:134-135. 
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Next to this text of Reynolds, Blake wrote: “These remarks on Poussin are Excellent[.]”400 

Reynolds and Blake agree about Poussin’s treatment of the Greek spirits being represented as 

real figures that are not within the artist’s current time and appearance. Both artists align in this 

moment, and it could be said that this was influential in Blake’s drafting of the Descriptive 

Catalogue entry. Apollo was one of the focal points of this explanation and Blake also 

mentioned Apollo. But this point goes farther still: Blake writes that he “requires the same 

latitude” that has been given to the sculptors of the Greek gods, after all, this is the manner in 

which all things should be represented.401 “The Prophets describe what they saw in Vision as real 

and existing[,]” Blake continued, and that “men whom they saw with their imaginative and 

immortal organs; the Apostles the same; the clearer the organ the more distinct the object.”402 

The phrasing of “imaginative and immortal organs” bears a close resemblance to Blake’s 

annotation, “Men who have been Educated with Works of Venetian Artists. under their Eyes 

Cannot see Rafael unless they are born with Determinate Organs[.]”403 At first, the description of 

The Bard, From Gray in the Descriptive Catalogue seems to align Reynolds and Blake on their 

treatment of the subject matter, but the element of the “Determinate Organs” is where they seem 

to diverge. The importance of representing those entities viewed through “imaginative and 

immortal organs” as corporeal is something that both Reynolds and Blake admired in Poussin’s 

paintings. However, as Blake continued, 

He who does not imagine in stronger and better lineaments, and in stronger and better 

light than his perishing mortal eye can see does not imagine at all. The painter of this 

 
400 E655. 
401 E541. 
402 E541. 
403 E637. 
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work asserts that all his imaginations appear to him infinitely more perfect and more 

minutely organized than any thing [sic] seen by his mortal eye.404 

Again, this hearkens back to Blake’s annotation about “Vision” deteriorating under improper 

practice and education. Those “who have been Educated” with emphasis on artists like Titian 

will find their innate Vision will diminish over time – unless “they are born with Determinate 

Organs[.]” The above quotation from the Descriptive Catalogue seems to be a developed version 

of the annotation. Not only will poor education and focus on lacklustre artists affect the artist but 

not persisting with “stronger and better lineaments” will as well. Eaves understands Blake’s 

emphasis on “stronger and better lineaments” to be a question of “strength of artistic intellect” 

understood in terms of the power of imagination rather than reason.405 Eaves focuses on the 

“metaphors for internal and external” processes in formulation of his argument, but the binary 

rather flattens Blake’s development of his artistic thought over time. Instead, we may consider 

that Blake found that he agreed with Reynolds on the display of imaginative beings as fleshed 

out characters. However, he may have realized he disagreed in how well it can be executed 

depending on the artist’s practices.   

The sixth entry in in the Descriptive Catalogue is also concerned with the practices of the 

artist, in this instance in relation to a painting called A Spirit vaulting from a cloud to turn and 

wind a fiery Pegasus—Shakspeare [sic]. The horse of Intellect is leaping from the cliffs of 

Memory and Reasoning; it is a barren Rock: it is also called the Barren Waste of Locke and 

Newton. Although the title is extensive, the commentary on the picture is not: 

THIS Picture was done many years ago, and was one of the first Mr. B. ever did in 

Fresco; fortunately or rather providentially he left it unblotted and unblurred, although 

 
404 E541-542. 
405 Eaves, William Blake’s Theory of Art, 26. 
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molested continually by blotting and blurring demons; but he was also compelled to leave 

it unfinished for reasons that will be shewn [sic] in the following.406 

As described by Blake, this is an unfinished work he has included in the exhibition for reasons 

explained by the next The Goats, an experiment Picture. This painting has been lost, but the 

Descriptive Catalogue takes up the issue: 

THE subject is taken from the Missionary Voyage and varied from the literal fact, for the 

sake of picturesque scenery. The savage girls had dressed themselves with vine leaves, 

and some goats on board the missionary ship stripped them off presently. This Picture 

was painted at intervals, for experiment, with the colours, and is laboured to a 

superabundant blackness; it has however that about it, which may be worthy the attention 

of the Artist and Connoisseur for reasons that follow.407 

Although he leaves another cliff-hanger at the end of this description as well, this is a good place 

to begin the analysis. In the sixth painting, he declared that he “left it unblotted and unblurred” 

despite being “molested continually by blotting and blurring demons[.]”408 On the back of the 

title page of the Works of Reynolds, Blake wrote about the “opression [sic] of Sr Joshua & his 

Gang of Cunning Hired Knaves” and their detrimental influence on other artists like James 

Barry, John Hamilton Mortimer, and Henry Fuseli.409 Towards the bottom of the same page he 

represents Gainsborough with Reynolds as competitors in blotting and blurring: “Reynolds & 

Gainsborough Blotted & Blurred one against the other & Divided all the English World between 

them Fuseli Indignant <almost> hid himself--I [ was ] <am>hid[.]”410 The repetition of “blot” 

 
406 E546. Original emphasis. 
407 E546. 
408 E546. 
409 E636. 
410 E636. 
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and “blur” in the same order should not be viewed as a coincidence, especially when this page is 

written in black ink only, without any damage from the book binding process. As discussed 

earlier in this thesis, these were most likely some of the latest annotations Blake wrote in the 

book. In Blake’s advertisement for the exhibition, he began with a similar “blot and blur” 

reference, clearly emphasizing the importance of abstaining from the practice: 

THE grand style of Art restored; in FRESCO, or Water-colour Painting, and England 

protected from the too just imputation of being the Seat and Protectress of bad (that is 

blotting and blurring) Art. 

In this Exhibition will be seen real Art, as it was left us by Raphael and Albert Durer, 

Michael Angelo, and Julio Romano ; stripped from the Ignorances of Rubens and 

Rembrandt , Titian and Correggio ; 

BY WILLIAM BLAKE.411 

The importance of promoting his take on the fresco medium was not only to boast of his 

suggested techniques but to reveal the issues of the other styles. Calling England, the “Seat and 

Protectress of bad (that is blotting and blurring Art)” pulls together many of the reasons Frye 

suggested for Blake’s independent exhibition. By pulling back the curtain on the art inspired 

from “the ignorances of Rubens and Rembrandt, Titian, and Correggio,” he would be compelling 

a higher sense of taste to develop in England. Referring back to A Spirit vaulting from a cloud to 

turn and wind a fiery Pegasus—Shakspeare [sic], the horse of Intellect is leaping from the cliffs 

of Memory and Reasoning; it is a “barren Rock”: it is also called the “Barren Waste of Locke and 

Newton,” Blake comes across as relieved that he was able to stave off the “blotting and blurring 

demons,” of the fashionable tastes inspired by Reynolds and Gainsborough, because the integrity 

 
411 E528. Original emphasis and spelling. 
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of the picture remained intact, unlike the following painting, The Goats. While this painting is 

lost, Blake described the “superabundant blackness” about the picture that would be a result of 

the “experiment” he conducted.412 Instead of operating from his own Vision, he allowed the 

external influences of those like Reynolds, Gainsborough, Rubens, Rembrandt, and Titian to 

infiltrate his creative process and destroy the execution.  

 Blake continued this thread throughout the account of the pictures in The Descriptive 

Catalogue, ending at the ninth, Satan calling up his Legions, from Milton's Paradise Lost; a 

composition for a more perfect Picture, afterward executed for a Lady of high rank. An 

experiment Picture. In the description of this painting, he made the final case against those who 

would counter his artistic vision for the future of England. Blake summarized the rationale for 

displaying these four, experimental paintings:  

These Pictures, among numerous others painted for experiment, were the result of 

temptations and perturbations, labouring to destroy Imaginative power, by means of that 

infernal machine, called Chiaro Oscuro [sic], in the hands of Venetian and Flemish 

Demons; whose enmity to the Painter himself, and to all Artists who study in the 

Florentine and Roman Schools, may be removed by an exhibition and exposure of their 

vile tricks.413 

In the Descriptive Catalogue, Blake has continued to develop the notion that the ‘blotting and 

burring taught by institutions like the Royal Academy have corrupted the values of Art in 

England. While there are many more examples of the annotations in the Descriptive Catalogue, 

an entire study could be devoted to this. Nevertheless, I am not only attempting to show that it is 

critical to understand but also that Reynolds’ writing, Blake’s marginalia in reaction to it, and his 

 
412 E546. 
413 E547. 
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approaches to art as shown by his developing ideas in the Notebook and elsewhere. Blake’s 

choice to use descriptive format for the catalogue allowed him to use the entries as marginalia to 

his own works – by showing experimental pictures that were not up to his satisfaction, leaving it 

without full description would make the exhibition confusing and unprofitable. The Descriptive 

Catalogue is a place in which Blake could publicly show his genius in his invention and 

execution of his art and his theories on art.  
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3.3 The Illuminated Books, Milton and Jerusalem 

So far in this thesis, I have argued that William Blake’s annotated interactions with his 

copy of The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds reveals his developing views on the British art world, 

taste, and other aesthetic theories. Their roles in the Notebook and the Descriptive Catalogue are 

relatively obvious, in their different ways, both are used to set out his view on British art, in the 

case of the illuminated books the presence of the annotations is more diffused. What I mean is 

that the glimmers of the annotations in these epic poems are more fully woven into their specific 

narrative forms and brought into contact with other concepts nurtured by Blake. Nevertheless, in 

their transformed and compressed forms, his writing on art resurfaced in the prophetic books. 

This section develops this point by focusing on a several passages from Milton and Jerusalem 

that are particularly rich in its incorporation of the annotations into the universe of the prophetic 

books.414  

William Blake inserted himself in his epic Milton, A Poem in Two Books. The narrative 

follows the poet John Milton’s mission of self-discovery and inspiration as he descends from 

heaven to the mortal world after hearing a song about how evil attempts to conquer good. Once 

on Earth, Milton and William Blake venture out to reshape art and creativity. Later in the 

narrative Milton merges with his feminine half, Ololon, progressing toward the apocalyptic 

overcoming of divisions between the sexes, the living and the dead, and human consciousness 

and its alienated projections into the external world. This plot is integrated with expansive 

references and allusions that range from the Bible to Blake's own life, particularly the difficult 

 
414 It is also important to analyse Milton and Jerusalem together, because as Northrop Frye argues, they 

are “inseparable” and ultimately, “constitute a double epic, a prelude and fugue on the same subject…The 

lyric ‘And did those feet in ancient time,’ which opens Milton, is connected even more closely with the 

theme of Jerusalem, and our hymnbooks have rechristened it accordingly.” For more on Milton and 

Jerusalem as connected works, see Frye’s Fearful Symmetry, pg. 313-325. 
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relationship with his patron William Hayley. Portions of The Four Zoas, Blake's long manuscript 

poem, are repeated (often with little revision) in Milton. There are four known copies, but not 

one contains all 51 plates. Blake completed 45 plates for Milton in relief, with some full-page 

designs in white-line etching, between c. 1804 and c. 1811. Six additional plates (a-f) were 

probably etched in subsequent years up to 1818. The prose "Preface" (Plate 2) appears only in 

Copies A and B. Plates a-e appear only in Copies C and D, Plate f only in Copy D. The first 

printing, late in 1810 or early in 1811, produced Copies A-C. Blake retained Copy C and added 

new plates and rearranged others at least twice; the volume was not finished until c. 1821. Copy 

D was printed in 1818. As a partly masked white-line inscription on the title page suggests, 

Blake may have originally planned to write twelve "Books" for Milton. 

Ololon, Milton’s female counterpart, has been corrupted by the unimaginative, limiting 

world of self-doubt and the despair that soon follows. In exasperation, she laments her inability 

to comprehend Milton’s persistent struggle against the influence of others. She tells Milton that 

she witnessed his struggle to preserve his innate inspiration despite the influence of the 

“Newtonian Phantasm,” and the philosophies of “Voltaire & Rousseau: this Hume & Gibbon & 

Bolingbroke.”415 She wonders if she was the cause of their negative influence: “Is Ololon the 

cause of this? O where shall I hide my face / These tears fall for the little-ones: the Children of 

Jerusalem / Lest they be annihilated in thy annihilation.”416 Milton attempts to clarify what is at 

stake in the continuous process of protecting his distinctive artistic vision from these external 

influences. In an exhortation to Ololon, he explains the crucial difference between Negation and 

Contrary: 

There is a Negation, & there is a Contrary 

 
415 E141, lines 10-11. 
416 E141, lines 14-16 
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The Negation must be destroyd to redeem the Contraries 

The Negation is the Spectre; the Reasoning Power in Man 

This is a false Body: an Incrustation over my Immortal 

Spirit; a Selfhood, which must be put off & annihilated always 

To cleanse the Face of my Spirit by Self-examination.417 

The necessity of contraries to creative development can be tracked throughout Blake’s earlier 

works. For example, in the Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake established those oppositional 

energies are necessary not only to the idea of progress but to life itself: “[w]ithout Contraries is 

no progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to 

Human existence.”418 The “human existence” is wholly dependent on the interaction between 

varying contrary moods, viewpoints, and approaches. Unlike the Contrary, the Negation is 

detrimental to life: it is a “false Body” that grows over the “Immortal Spirit” of an individual, 

retarding any sense of progress, and contracting back to a limited sense of self, closed to the 

outside world. Like a snail housed in a too small and solid shell, this external compartment can 

diminish the potential growth of the snail. By limiting itself in a constantly calcifying and 

restricting shell, the snail is impeded from healthy development. By defending what it has, it is 

prevented from developing towards a different form of self. For Frye, “Blake and Locke are 

contraries: both feel that imagination liberty and life are in their systems, and they must clash, or 

we shall never know who is right.”419 This necessary friction is essential to understanding what 

the truth may actually be. However, “Hobbes is a negation: he cares too little for imagination or 

liberty to clash with any defender of it.”420 This distinction between a contrary and a negation 

 
417 E142, lines 32-38. 
418 E34. 
419 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 188. 
420 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 188. 
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aligns with other ideas in Blake’s worldview: “all real things have qualities in them, and qualities 

always have opposites.”421 

S. Foster Damon set out to define the Spectre in Blake’s work and generalized it as the 

“rational power of the divided man,” but this definition seems too simplified given the complex 

role of the Spectre across Blake’s illuminated books. For Blake, an individual that is divided has 

fallen away from their potential; a form that is fully realized in body and mind and uncorrupted 

by doubt, deception, or false notions of humility. Damon’s understanding of the Spectre is far too 

depersonalized, setting aside the need for the individual requirement to examine their own 

negation. In Jerusalem, Los declared his perpetual mental fight against his negation:  

O thou Negation, I will continually compel [sic] 

Thee to be invisible to any but whom I please, & when 

And where & how I please, and never! never! shalt thou be Organized 

But as a distorted & reversed Reflexion [sic] in the Darkness 

And in the Non Entity: nor shall that which is above 

Ever descend into thee: but thou shalt be a Non Entity for ever 

And if any enter into thee, thou shalt be an Unquenchable Fire 

And he shall be a never dying Worm, mutually tormented by 

Those that thou tormentest [sic], a Hell & Despair for ever & ever.422  

Los’ command of the Negation does not eliminate it but allows for its transformation and even  

for his dominion over it. By refusing to “descend into thee,” Los is capable of traversing around 

the tortuous and perverse entity. Los alone must set the terms and conditions of his Negation’s 

presence, influence, and abilities and he does so by continuously resisting it. 

 
421 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, 189. 
422 E162, lines 39-47.  
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I believe that Northrop Frye’s application of Jungian psychoanalytical concepts to 

analyse Blake’s poetry is a useful way to approach the Spectre, especially in relation to Blake’s 

marginalia to Reynolds. The marginalia were a means to inspect and examine outside viewpoints 

and to develop Blake’s own perspectives on art in relation to those other viewpoints. Jung’s 

concept of “individuation” shares some features with this method: it is a process of self-

realization that involves the continual discovery of one’s drives, desires, and fears that constitute 

who they really are and can be. The experimentation with opposites like personal and collective, 

mind and body, conscious and unconscious assists the individual’s discovery of their fuller and 

more authentic version of the self. Blake’s marginalia in The Works of Sir Joshua represent just 

such an inspection of this kind. His annotations attempt to respond to Reynolds as a contrary, as 

opposed to a Negation. Essential to the process of individuation as explained by Jung was that 

the individual must stage an encounter with Shadow, an unpleasant and sometimes immoral side 

of their own personality. “The shadow,” Jung explained, “is a moral problem that challenges the 

whole ego-personality.”423 The arrival of the shadow requires “considerable moral effort” 

because to become aware of it “involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as 

present and real. This act is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and it 

therefore, as a rule, meets with considerable resistance.”424 The repression or denial of the 

existence of the shadow after its arrival does not deter its persistent action on our psyche. By 

denying the shadow, it can result in excruciating troubles with paranoia, addiction, negative 

affective tendencies, and a general inability to co-exist with others. The self-knowledge and 

recognition of the shadow for an individual, Jung, clarified, “frequently requires much 

 
423 Carl Jung, Aion: Research into the Phenomenology of the Self,  

trans. R.F.C. Hull, Bollingen Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1953), 4. 
424 Jung, Aion, 4. 
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painstaking work extending over a long period.” As he revisited the marginalia in The Works of 

Sir Joshua Reynolds over the years and carried them over into Blake’s other works Blake carried 

on just such a painstaking process. While Jung’s Shadow is very much a personal part of the 

mind, this Shadow could be applied to external pressures that have been situated in the 

individual. This is not a core belief that has been imprinted without any exterior influence, 

instead it is cemented by the influence of peers, media, etc. that has impacted the individual’s 

shadow behaviours and perspectives. For Blake, the external influence of Reynolds could be 

resonating within his own mind, just as Ololon feared Voltaire had for Milton. In order to 

continue striving against internalizing the nefarious philosophies and practices of Reynolds, 

Blake used annotations directly on the page to counteract them. Jung’s shadow work is a process 

of self-fulfilment and self-knowledge and Blake’s annotations work similarly. Reynolds, of 

course, is not Blake’s interior, hidden self but because of his influence on art, Blake may have set 

him as a shadow presence against his own theories and approaches. 

 In order to strive against this internalization of doubt, Blake’s use of annotations directly 

on the page recentres his own voice. While Jung’s process is about self-fulfilment and self-

knowledge, Blake’s annotations may be more akin to internalization and the process of 

reflection, set against a negation identity. However, it must be noted that Reynolds himself is not 

a negation or a contrary on his own. Blake’s choice to engage with Reynolds’ work emphasizes a 

role that Blake has placed onto Reynolds to explore his own artistic theories and approaches.  

This scrutinizing method of Blake’s interactions with Reynolds’ Discourses can be 

likened again to Jung’s emphasis on the importance of shadow work. Jung’s reminder that the 

recognition of the shadow is a “painstaking work” that extends over a long period of time also 

mirrors Los’ continuous mental fight, as mentioned above, and also the character Milton’s 
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acknowledgement of his Spectre’s persistence that “which must be put off & annihilated always / 

To cleanse the Face of my Spirit by Self-examination.” On the plate where this passage appears, 

there is a design at the bottom of the page (see figure 39): situated in a forest of gnarled and 

barren trees, Milton, portrayed in profile and nude, pushes away from him a beast with a 

serpent’s head and tail and an adjoined dog head. The background is painted densely black, 

perhaps a reference to the shadowy nature of the Spectre, or even the previous “superabundant 

blackness” that developed when Blake allowed the “blotting and blurring demons” to interrupt 

his artistic process while painting The Goats.425 This dual-headed beast could very well be the 

negation that Milton explained must be wrestled against consistently. The creature looks nothing 

like the character because it is not a contrary version of Milton. Instead, it is something 

monstrous and of the fantasy realm, a predatory and abstracted threat for Milton’s progress as a 

poet.  

 

 

 
425 E546. 
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Figure 39. William Blake, Milton, plate 42, copy A, 1811, relief and white-line etching, 

hand coloured, 5.6 x 4.2” (14.3 x 10.7 cm), The British Museum, London, United 

Kingdom, http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/milton.a?descId=milton.a.illbk.42. 

 

An earlier full-page plate in the illuminated book depicts a psychic and transcendental struggle 

focused on the nefarious forces ranged against the poet artist (see figure 40). In the foreground is 

Milton, portrayed as a young, nude male with short blonde hair, viewed from behind. His left leg 

is bent forward, and the right is extended back in a lunging position. His right foot breaks the 

word "Self-hood" in the text bubble at the bottom of the page. Milton’s arms are raised and 

grasping the neck and head of an old, gowned figure that resembles Urizen. This figure, we shall 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/milton.a?descId=milton.a.illbk.42
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call him Urizen for these purposes, does not fight back and instead rests his palms on what look 

like tablets with Hebrew letters etched onto the face of the stone. In the background, on a distant 

hill, a band of five figures play various musical instruments.426 The text bubble at the bottom of 

the page reads: “To annihilate the Self-hood of Deceit & False Forgiveness.” Again, the 

cancerous part of the self must be annihilated to move forward without deception. If Milton can 

clear the path of Urizen’s limiting tendencies, then he can journey towards the figures playing 

music on the hill. By eliminating the poisonous ideas and behaviours that are influenced by 

others or ourselves, we can continue developing the potential for becoming differently.   

 

 
426 These figures could be interpreted as personifications of the liberated senses, but they also might be 

the "sons & daughters" of Rahab and Tirzah who "In all their beauty...entice Milton across the river" 

E113, lines 31-32. 
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Figure 40. William Blake, Milton, plate 15, copy A, 1811, relief and white-line etching, 

hand coloured, 15.9 x 11 cm (6.3” x 4.3” inches), The British Museum, London, United 

Kingdom, http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/milton.a?descId=milton.a.illbk.15. 

 

For both Blake and Jung, the Spectre and Shadow are to be continuously worked on and fought 

against, respectively. The Spectre and Shadow’s powers can arise from unregulated processes or 

reliance on only one side of the contrary but could also be introduced to the individual causing 

doubt, a form of self-deceit. The struggle against this oppressive force seems to involve never-

ending self-examination. Blake’s persistent efforts to present the elevated nature of his work and 

for it to be recognised by the public seems to surpass those of other artists at the time. 

Consistently, throughout his lifetime, there is an anxiety about Blake and his reception. By 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/milton.a?descId=milton.a.illbk.15
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electing to showcase his self-examination through manuscript annotations to Works and weaving 

the threads of the marginalia throughout the rest of his works, he indicates a deliberate and 

everlasting betterment of himself as an artist with clear philosophies.   

In an annotation in Discourse VII, Blake makes clear this separation:  

It is not in Terms that Reynolds & I disagree Two Contrary Opinions can never by any 

Language be made alike. I say Taste & Genius are Not Teachable or Acquirable but are 

born with us Reynolds says the Contrary[.]427 

Blake use of the word “contrary” twice emphasizes the disparity between their opinions. There is 

a permanent sense to their positions on Taste and Genius as they “can never by any Language be 

made alike.” As with Los’ declaration of eternal war against his negation or Spectre, the 

relationship can shift, change, and morph in intensity and reach for the individual. However, the 

contrary cannot find balance with the other.  

Despite the possibility of mastering the Spectre, it is a grim foe. In Jerusalem, Blake 

explains, in one sentence, that “the Spectre is, in Giant Man; insane, and most deform'd.”428 This 

brief yet powerful description of a spectre affirms the Oxford English Dictionary definition of 

the term as “an apparition, phantom, or ghost, esp. one of a terrifying nature or aspect.”429 In 

Blake’s art, he portrayed this frightening, life-draining abstract concept as a vampire-like 

creature with bat wings (see figure 41).  

 
427 E659. 
428 E179. 
429 Oxford English Dictionary Online, "spectre, n.,” accessed March 20, 2022, https://www-oed-

com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/Entry/186082?rskey=59zAoI&result=1 (accessed March 05, 2022). 
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Figure 41. William Blake, Jerusalem the Emanation of the Giant Albion, plate 6, copy E, 

1820, relief and white-line etching, hand coloured, 8.9 x 6.5” (22.5 x 16.4 cm), Yale 

Centre for British Art, New Haven, Connecticut, United States of America, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/jerusalem.e?descId=jerusalem.e.illbk.06. 

 

In this image from Jerusalem, the Spectre imposes itself over Los, the complicated figure 

associated with the expression and manifestation of imagination for Blake. Petrified and posed 

like a statue on two blocks of stone, Los gazes upwards toward the phantom. Los’ stalled 

creative force is a necessary moment of self-examination in order for him to move forward with 

his creations. This locked gaze is an unproductive, psychical reality that must be broken but also 

acknowledged if there is to be progression. Had he not gazed into the Spectre, it would still hang 
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over him, affecting his creativity and invention. For Jung, that hidden and repressed personality 

was considered “the source of evil” that can impact our “normal instincts, appropriate reactions, 

realistic insights,” and most relevant to this image and Blake’s relationship with Reynolds, our 

“creative impulses.” Had Los not interrupted his creative labour to acknowledge and look at his 

Spectre directly, the work that would have commenced would have been negatively impacted by 

the presence of the shadow. In the Shadow part of our self, there are qualities that can take  

An arid, unsatisfactory area and turn it into a paradise. The shadow, when it is realized, is 

the source of renewal; the new and productive impulse cannot come from established 

values of the ego. When there is an impasse, a sterile time in our lives – despite an 

adequate ego development – we must look to the dark, hitherto unacceptable side which 

has not been at our conscious disposal.430  

For Jungians, the integration of the Shadow is absolutely necessary for creative power and self-

reliance. While not a direct example of this process, it can be used to better understand Blake’s 

expression of this self-mastery. In a sense, work must be done continuously on the Shadow to 

form it into a productive contrary. Los’ confirmation of the presence and effect of the Spectre 

will make his future creations that much better and inspired because it means venturing into the 

thorny, complicated, and troubling parts of our mind for inspiration and motivation. Considering 

Blake’s assertion that an artist “hired to depress art” and engaging with their discourses may be 

tormenting oneself. However, the artist that stops his labours to engage with another who 

threatens his own understanding and development of his purpose is similar to Los’ engagement 

with his winged Spectre. 

 
430 Edward C. Whitmont, The Symbolic Quest: Basic Concepts of Analytical Psychology, expanded 

edition, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2020), 164. 



189 

 

Blake used Milton to wrestle and develop his thoughts as an artist with Reynolds in the 

annotations. Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Discourse III was perhaps the most important of all the 

lectures as it set the groundwork for his idea of the Grand Style. Taking advantage of the blank 

page on the back of the title page for Discourse III, Blake deployed a quotation from John Milton 

as an epigraph for the lecture:  

A Work of Genius is a Work “Not to be obtaind [sic] by the Invocation of Memory & her 

Syren [sic] Daughters. but by Devout prayer to that Eternal Spirit. who can enrich with 

all utterance & knowledge & sends out his Seraphim with the hallowed fire of his Altar to 

touch & purify the lips of whom he pleases.” Milton431 

In his Life of John Milton, William Hayley transcribed the lengthy passage containing the 

quotation from The Reason of Church-Government Urged against Prelaty, originally published 

in 1642. Blake was probably already familiar with the text, but Hayley’s integration of the 

quotation into the biography may have refocused Blake’s interest. In the tract, Milton 

emphasized the visible form of truth and “divine things,” the necessity of free enquiry in 

religious ideas, and the influence of these concepts on literature and art. Blake clipped the 

passage but what followed is relevant to understanding his point of view: 

To this must be added industrious and select reading, steady observation, insight into all 

seemly and generous arts and affairs; till which in some measure be compassed at mine 

own peril and cost I refuse not to sustain this expectation from as many as are not loth to 

hazard so much credulity upon the best pledges I can give them. Although it nothing 

content me to have disclosed thus much beforehand; but that I trust hereby to make it 

manifest with what small willingness I endure to interrupt the pursuit of no less hopes 

 
431 E646. 
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than these, and leave a calm and pleasing solitariness, fed with chearful [sic] and 

confident thoughts, to embark in a troubled sea of noise and hoarse disputes, put from 

beholding the bright countenance of truth, in the quiet and still air of “delightful 

studies.”432  

Thomas Warton, an early editor and critic of Milton, believed the last sentence to be proof that 

Milton wasted his artistic powers on politics and religion: “the vigorous portion of his life, that 

those years in which imagination is on the wing, were unworthily and unprofitably wasted on 

temporary topics.”433 In this tract, Milton was arguing against the royal prerogative and for the 

rights of individuals to judge questions of conscience, unmediated by established forms of 

worship or church governance. For eighteenth-century conservatives like Warton, Milton’s 

political leanings diluted his epic legacy. However, for readers like Blake, this broader 

engagement is not so obviously extrinsic to artistic vision. Blake’s engagement with Reynolds 

certainly crosses political and aesthetic terrains. Directly after he used the quotation from 

Milton’s Reason of Church Government, commented on his approach towards the lecture that 

would follow: 

The following Discourse is particularly Interesting to Blockheads. as it Endeavours to 

prove That there is No such thing as Inspiration & that any Man of a plain Understanding 

may by Thieving from Others. become a Mich Angelo434 

If Milton was seeking to include the public to be inspired by the “eternal spirit” and resist the 

overreaching governance of the day, Reynolds was seeking to facilitate the art world for 

“blockheads,” according to Blake. If the artist forsakes inspiration and instead builds a cache of 

 
432 William Hayley, The Life of Milton (London: T. Cadell and W. Davies, in the Strand, 1796), 83.  
433 Hayley, The Life of Milton, 84. 
434 E646. 
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images and techniques lifted from other artists, then turning to Discourse III would be a suitable 

education. For Blake and Milton, however, the individual must be willing to become inspired 

and act on his own terms upon it, in spite of the risks involved when it came to public reputation. 

In this resistance to conformity, Blake aligns himself with Milton against the destructive force of 

Reynolds and the Royal Academy. This redemption is completed by interacting with the 

Spectre/shadow of the time and responding back to it and seeking higher forms of inspiration. 

The annotations on this page are positioned before the printed text of the discourse appear in the 

book, establishing his opinion as the first to be encountered by the reader. The reader will be 

influenced by Blake’s perspective with the assurance from John Milton before continuing with 

the reading and hopefully resisting of Reynolds’ theories. They become a gateway that mitigates 

the ill-effects of what they will find in Reynolds. Milton affirms that he has returned to assist in 

the deliverance of Ololon from the draining Spectre: 

I come in Self-annihilation & the grandeur of Inspiration 

To cast off Rational Demonstration by Faith in the Saviour 

To cast off the rotten rags of Memory by Inspiration 

Again, the annihilation of the egoistic Spectre can only be conquered by “self-examination” as 

seen earlier in the passage. Milton has now progressed to “self-annihilation.” The OED defines 

self-annihilation as “the action or fact of annihilating or destroying oneself or one's own life, 

spec. suicide; annihilation which something brings upon itself. Also: the process or fact of 

annihilating or eliminating one's sense of self or individual identity, esp. in pursuit of spiritual 

perfection or mystical enlightenment.”435 The second half of the definition seems closest to what 

 
435 Oxford English Dictionary, "self-annihilation, n.," accessed March 20, 2022, https://www-oed-

com.libproxy.york.ac.uk/view/Entry/175110?redirectedFrom=self-annihilation. 
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we can assume Blake intended. John Jones offers a useful account of the situation in Milton: 

“When Milton hears the Bard’s song, he realizes the imposition” he has perpetuated and begins 

the process of annihilating “his Selfhood by relinquishing his monologic authorial position and 

allowing other voices to participate in the creative process.”436 There is, though, a risk in 

hazarding the self in this way. One might simply dissolve into the other with which one engages: 

a result that seems like “Eternal Death” to fearful onlookers among the Sons of Albion and to 

Milton himself.”437 

The exposition of the process as it takes place in the text is useful, but it ignores Blake’s 

designs. Milton strangles Urizen for intermingling with his thoughts and inventions and 

flourishes when he can create without restrictions imposed upon him. The images and the text 

complicate each other, underscoring the difficulties involved in the necessity of self-annihilation 

and defeating the shadow/Spectre. The processes of “self-examination” and “self-annihilation” 

will allow Milton to dismantle both “Rational Demonstration” and “the rotten rags of Memory,” 

to replace them with “Faith in the Saviour” and “Inspiration,” respectively. First, I would like to 

pause over the phrase “rational demonstration.” Reynolds’ Discourse VII is primarily concerned 

with proving that there are standards of Taste and Beauty. He called this an “immutable truth” 

for any artist to understand.438 This approach towards the lecture reflects the definition of 

demonstration from Johnson’s Dictionary in 1755: “the highest degree of deducible or 

argumental evidence; the strongest degree of proof; such proof as not only evinces the position 

 
436 John H. Jones, Blake on Language, Power, and Self-Annihilation (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2010). 137. 
437Jones, Blake on Language, Power, and Self-Annihilation, 137. 
438 Reynolds, Works, I:7. 
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proved to be true, but shews the contrary position to be absurd and impossible.”439 This quest for 

the most convincing examples of proof is a natural drive, Reynolds argued, in that  “the natural 

appetite or taste of the human mind is for truth,” and this same drive for truth is “the very same 

taste which relishes a demonstration in geometry.”440 The satisfaction received from viewing an 

accurate geometrical shape is the same as viewing a beautiful landscape for Reynolds – emerging 

from the same part of the mind. Next to this paragraph, Blake wrote: “Demonstration Similitude 

& Harmony are Objects of Reasoning Invention Identity & Melody are Objects of Intuition[.]”441 

To Blake, the information derived from Demonstration, Similitude and Harmony are derived 

from Reason, a state of developed knowledge whereas sensations evoked by Invention, Identity, 

and Melody are from a place of immediate knowledge, like intuition. The “Objects of 

Reasoning” are those that are filtered through social means to be appreciated but the “Objects of 

Intuition” come naturally to the individual, requiring no external efforts.  

Blake continued to develop his approach in relation to and against Reynolds’ claims that 

the standard of beauty in Nature is “as true as mathematical demonstration” but can “be true only 

to those who study these things.”442 Without previous study of what is beautiful in nature or what 

others have considered to be beautiful, the viewer cannot truly take in how or what makes the 

scene or object genuinely beautiful. Blake, opposing Reynolds’ position, inked in the margin, 

“God forbid that Truth should be Confined to Mathematical Demonstration[.]”443 If what is truly 

beautiful in nature can only be seen through the same methods of study and rational 

 
439 Johnson, Samuel. A Dictionary of the English Language: A Digital Edition of the 1755 Classic by 

Samuel Johnson. Edited by Brandi Besalke. Last modified: December 6, 2012. 

https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/page-view/&i=563. 
440 Reynolds, Works, I:200. 
441 E659. 
442 Reynolds, Works, I:201. 
443 E659. 
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demonstration, then it would be limited to those with the access to those educational 

opportunities.444 This does not necessarily mean a Royal Academy art education or even 

traditional learning experiences but rather the development of Reason favoured over the intuitive 

response.  

I will now consider the need to “cast off the rotten rags of Memory by Inspiration” from 

the above passage. On the back of the title page for Discourse III, Blake quoted John Milton:  

A Work of Genius is a Work “Not to be obtaind [sic] by the Invocation of Memory & her 

Syren [sic] Daughters. but by Devout prayer to that Eternal Spirit. who can enrich with 

all utterance & knowledge & sends out his Seraphim with the hallowed fire of his Altar to 

touch & purify the lips of whom he pleases.” Milton[.]445 

The “Invocation of Memory & her Syren Daughters” are the objects of reason (despite their 

allusion and allegorical figuring) because they require the prior study and consideration of other 

works. The “Devout prayer” to an “Eternal Spirit” with the ability to “touch & purify the lips of 

whom he pleases” is a process of inspiration with no prerequisite education but rather the desire 

and drive to be enriched by the divine. These “Syren Daughters” of Memory surface in other 

areas of Blake’s writing on art, like the Descriptive Catalogue, to criticize the dependence on 

classical and external works of art to create new works.446 This quotation from Milton underlines 

the same sentiment that Blake has given his version of Milton for the illuminated book of the 

same name. The divide between Memory and Divine Inspiration rages on in the creative world of 

Milton, complete with the poet character of William Blake spiritually/physically entering the left 

 
444 Blake’s faith in genius may seem exclusive, but it needs to be weighed against the fact that the course 

of study Reynolds’s pathway requires is exclusive and expensive. The range of genius at this time was 

varied and challenging to discuss succinctly. For an excellent study on this, see David Higgins’ Romantic 

Genius and the Literary Magazine: Celebrity, Politics (Routledge, 2005). 
445 E646. 
446 E531, E555. 
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foot of a poet, heavenly bards, and shapeshifting skylarks. Underneath Blake’s application of 

Milton’s quotation on the back of title page of Discourse III, he summarized Reynolds’ lecture: 

The following [ Lecture ]> <Discourse> is particularly Interesting to Blockheads. as it 

Endeavours to prove That there is No such thing as Inspiration & that any Man of a plain 

Understanding may by Thieving from Others. become a Mich Angelo [sic][.]447 

Discourse III is often considered one of the most important of all the discourses delivered by 

Reynolds. In this lecture, he outlined the “great leading principles of the Grand Style.”448 As 

discussed at length earlier in the thesis, the Grand Style, a description of a particular sort of 

History Painting, was the most heralded genre of painting at the time. If the “great leading 

principles” are outlined in this lecture, and Blake finds it to be “particularly Interesting to 

Blockheads” then that would ensure that the discourse is a “dummies guide” to painting success. 

Blake believed that Reynolds suggested that if a man with typical faculties can adopt methods, 

concepts, compositions, and styles from others then he too can become a great artist. Of course, 

this would be an alluring lecture for a beginning artist, but the danger is far too great for Blake. 

Not only would the budding artist become disappointed and disillusioned with the art of painting 

if they are unsuccessful, but the grandeur of artists, like Michelangelo, would become lacklustre.   

The denigration of art was not the only threat that Reynolds represented to Blake. Not 

only is the notion that anyone could succeed as a painter, but those who refused to play by such 

rules would be cast aside as mad. Continuing his speech, Milton says:  

To cast aside from Poetry, all that is not Inspiration 

That it no longer shall dare to mock with the aspersion of Madness 

Cast on the Inspired, by the tame high finisher of paltry Blots, 

 
447 E646.  
448 Reynolds, Works, I:5.  
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Indefinite, or paltry Rhymes; or paltry Harmonies.449 

The act of “aspersion” in a religious context is the ritual of sprinkling holy water. In a more 

conventional sense, the “aspersion of Madness” would likely mean a flippant attack on the 

reputation or integrity of another. The careless scattering of murmurs of madness on creators by 

those who disperse useless “blots,” “rhymes,” or “harmonies,” all things that Reynolds 

condoned, objects of reason, would be harmful to the intuitively inspired. In the marginalia to 

Discourse I, Blake wrote in the header: 

Reynoldss [sic] Opinion was that Genius May be Taught & that all Pretence to 

Inspiration is a Lie & a Deceit to say the least of it [ If the Inspiration is Great why Call it 

Madness ] <For if it is a Deceit the Whole Bible is Madness>This Opinion originates in 

the Greeks Caling [sic] the Muses Daughters of Memory450 

For Blake, Reynolds cares little about Inspiration, believing it to be a misguided method of 

learning how to create art, at worst nothing more than madness. As mentioned, Reynolds’ 

emphasis on the studied comprehension of beauty would likely render the apprehension of 

beauty through intuitive means to be delusional or at best misguided. The “Daughters of 

Memory” resurface again, guiding the reader back to the earlier mentioned “Syren [sic] 

Daughters” of Memory quoted from John Milton by Blake in the marginalia.  

Later in Works, madness, inspiration, and the Bible come up again, this time in Discourse 

VI. This lecture by Reynolds was an incendiary topic for Blake: concerned with imitation and 

invention being “acquired by being conversant with the inventions of others” and how there is 

“something to be gathered from every School” of painting.451 The president of the Royal 

 
449 E124. 
450 E642. 
451 Reynolds, Works, I:6. 
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Academy suggests that the Venetian, French, and Dutch schools will all display something 

worthy of attention and perhaps even of imitation by an artist. The hope is that the artist will 

incite “his own imagination” to “rise and take flight” by examining and recognizing desirable 

results or effects from others. However, if the artist is lacking in education early in their career, 

their early powers of invention, composition, and execution can limit their potential influence. 

Regardless, there is something to be learned from these artists, Reynolds lectured: 

Men who although thus bound down by the almost invincible powers of early habits, 

have still exerted extraordinary abilities within their narrow and confined circle; and 

have, from the natural vigour of their mind, given a very interesting expression and great 

force and energy to their works; though they cannot be recommend to be exactly 

imitated, may yet invite an artist to endeavour to transfer, by a kind of parody, their 

excellencies to his own performance.452 

Although this advice can be interpreted as positive towards those who have been successful 

despite their educational and professional circumstances, Blake found this to be misguided. In 

the margin, Blake answered: “He who Can be bound down is No Genius[.] Genius cannot be 

Bound it may be Renderd [sic] Indignant & Outrageous” and a line break down from this, he 

concludes his annotation with biblical quotation, “‘Opression [sic] makes the Wise Man Mad’ [-] 

Solomon[.]”453 Blake’s form of Genius is not the same as Reynolds: for Blake, Genius is a force 

that comes with its own desires, compulsions, and force; for Reynolds, genius is simply the spirit 

that an individual can possess. This fundamental difference between the forms of Genius can 

give insight into the complicated differences of Blake and Reynolds. Blake’s Genius can be 

made “Indignant & Outrageous” if tampered with too indelicately. The quotation from Solomon 

 
452 Reynolds, Works, I:180.  
453 E658. 
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is reduced from Ecclesiastes 7:7, which reads as, “Surely oppression maketh a wise man mad; 

and a gift destroyeth the heart.” The book Ecclesiastes is like other parts of the Bible that Blake 

took much inspiration from like the Book of Job and Proverbs. This wisdom literature genre in 

the Bible is reflective, contemplative, instructive, and complicated. Indeed, Ecclesiastes is a 

highly ambiguous book as the messages fluctuate between optimism and pessimism, belief and 

doubt, enlightenment, and confusion. The contradictory nature of the book would be appealing to 

Blake’s requirement for contrary existence. If oppression can make a wise man mad, then that 

would mean that the negative influence of their surroundings can make the man with the most 

genius seem unreasonable to follow. Further still, the ending of the Ecclesiastes 7:7 would 

extend towards Reynolds. The individual that accepts a bribe has his heart affected – Reynolds’ 

bribe was to be given the prestige of presidency of the Royal Academy of Art. In exchange, he 

lost the integrity of his intuitions. However, the reader of the marginalia would need to know this 

verse from the Bible or be keen to search for it. Blake knows the reference, as shown by his 

quotation of the line as by Solomon and not from using a chapter and verse citation.  

To Blake, artists not keeping in time with Reynolds and Gainsborough’s proscribed art 

methods were dismissed entirely or as not mentally suitable. One of these mentioned in the 

marginalia to Works was John Hamilton Mortimer (1740-1779). A painter and etcher, Mortimer 

enjoyed early success with his history painting, winning the first prize for his painting St Paul 

Preaching to the Ancient Britons in 1764 (see figure 42).  
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Figure 42. John Hamilton Mortimer, St Paul Preaching to the Ancient Britons, 1764, oil 

on canvas, 158 x 197” (400 x 500 cm), The Wycombe Museum, High Wycombe, United 

Kingdom, https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/st-paul-preaching-to-the-ancient-britons-

26914.  

 

Mortimer regularly exhibited at the Society of Artists every year from 1762 until 1777 and not 

with the Royal Academy. In the early 1770s, Mortimer began experimenting with less grandiose 

subjects of painting like banditti scenes, dark magic, and monstrous figures (see figure 43). His 

shift in subject and extreme depictions of passion connected him to artists like Henry Fuseli and 

James Barry, two other artists that Blake venerated in the marginalia to Works.  

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/st-paul-preaching-to-the-ancient-britons-26914
https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/st-paul-preaching-to-the-ancient-britons-26914
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Figure 43. John Hamilton Mortimer, Man Attacking a Monster, 1770-1780, oil on canvas, 

11 3/4 x 14 inches (29.8 x 35.6 cm), The Yale Centre for British Art, New Haven, 

Connecticut, United States of America, 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:943.  

 

In Blake’s lengthy note on the back of the title page to Works: “Mortimer was [ despised & 

Mocked ] <calld [sic] a Madman>[.]”454 While there is little to find on the reputation of 

Mortimer, his allegiance to the Society of Artists and aversion to the Royal Academy would 

surely make him somewhat of an outsider to the British art market. The established institution of 

the Royal Academy would solidify an artist’s standing as a professional and Mortimer’s 

increasingly bizarre and experimental works moved away from the revered history painting and 

into fantasy.   

 

 
454 E636. 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:943
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Blake uses the word “paltry” three times in this excerpt from Milton, yet very rarely in 

his collected writings. Perhaps the most significant example would be from Blake’s 1806 letter 

to the editor of the Monthly Magazine. Blake began his letter with a confession that, his 

“indignation was exceedingly moved at reading a criticism” of Henry Fuseli’s Count Ugolino 

and His Sons Starving to Death in the Tower (1806). While this may seem like a departure from 

the Illuminated Books, it is important to remember that Fuseli is one of the few artists mentioned 

by name in the marginalia to Works. 

 
Figure 44. Henry Fuseli, Ugolino and His Sons Starving to Death in the Tower, 1806,  

Pen and black ink and brush and black, grey, and red wash, over traces of graphite, on 

greyish-ivory laid paper, 25.2 x 20.5” (63.9 × 52.2 cm), The Art Institute of Chicago. 

Chicago, Illinois, United States of America, 

https://api.artic.edu/api/v1/artworks/7566/manifest.json.  

https://api.artic.edu/api/v1/artworks/7566/manifest.json
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Figure 45. Joshua Reynolds, Count Ugolino and his Children in the Dungeon, 1770-

1773, oil on canvas, 21 x 28” (52 x 72 cm), National Trust Collections, London, United 

Kingdom, https://www.nationaltrustcollections.org.uk/object/129934.  

 

In 1773, Sir Joshua Reynolds completed a painting of the same scene of Count Ugolino’s 

punishment. The Count, a treacherous nobleman, was sentenced to be locked away in a dungeon 

with his male heirs and abandoned. To stress the poignancy of the situation, Reynolds selected a 

moving passage from Dante’s account of the medieval nobleman to print in the exhibition 

catalogue – in the original Italian, translated here:  

I did not weep, I turned to stone inside; 

they wept and my little Anselmuccio spoke: 

“What is it, father? Why do you look that way?” 

for them I held my tears back, saying nothing, 

all of that day, and then all of that night.455 

 
455 Translation from Postle, Sir Joshua Reynolds: The Subject Pictures, 141.  

https://www.nationaltrustcollections.org.uk/object/129934
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Since the founding of the Royal Academy, this was the first time that Reynolds presented a 

history painting of this nature. His fame arose from his unique ability to create portraits in a 

grand manner, but this grim subject matter was a major turn in his career and for the Royal 

Academy’s reputation. The president of the Royal Academy that so vociferously espoused the 

grand style of historical painting but executed fanciful portraits could not compete with the 

continental academies. The Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser harshly reviewed 

Reynolds’ efforts, insisting that anyone in France or Italy would, 

at first glance, judge [the picture] to be the rude disorderly abortions of an unstudied man, 

of a portrait painter, who, quitting the confined track where he was calculated to move in 

safety, had ridiculously bewildered himself in unknown regions, unfurnished with either 

chart or compass.456 

The assigning of Reynolds’ role as a portrait painter overwhelmed by the difficulties of history 

painting would certainly be a blow to the credibility and authority of his status. However, not all 

reviews were as eviscerating as this. For example, in a section concerning the persuasive pathos 

of literature and specifically Dante’s Inferno, Warton’s On the Genius and Writings of Alexander 

Pope, Warton added a footnote about Reynolds’ picture: 

Sir Joshua Reynolds, whose mind is stored with great and exalted ideas, has lately shewn, 

by a picture on this subject, how qualified he is to preside at the Royal Academy, and that 

he has talents that ought not to be confined to portrait-painting.457 

 

 
456 The Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser, 30 April 1773. 
457 Joseph Warton, An Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope, 4th ed. corrected, 2 vols., (London: J. 

Dodsley, 1782), 264. 
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Both the negative and positive review of the painting are done with Reynolds’ execution in mind. 

However, in The Public Advertiser, the failure of the painting to launch comes back to the 

public. The reviewer admitted that “the Expression is very strong, and amazingly fine; the 

Chiaro’Scuro [sic] bold and the Colours harmonized in a supreme Degree,” yet the talent was 

wasted on such a grotesque subject: “if the same Excellence had been employed on a pleasing 

Subject, it would have enchanted, as it may now terrify, the Public.”458 The subject itself is 

terrifying to the impressionable public and can potentially overwhelm their ability to appreciate 

the excellence of the composition.  

Blake believed that there had been “widely-diffused malice” that was propagated by the 

likes of those at the Royal Academy and the sceptical reviewer, which was “assiduously sown 

and planted among the English public against true art.”459 Thanks to this deleterious influence, 

frank and clear criticism was undermined by poor art education. He argued that the natural “taste 

of English amateurs” has been distorted by Flemish influence, and coddling by English artists, no 

doubt brought on by Reynolds. As a result, the public: 

are easily brow-beat on the subject of painting; and hence it is so common to hear a man 

say, “I am no judge of pictures:” but, O Englishmen! know that every man ought to be a 

judge of pictures, and every man is so who has not been connoisseured [sic] out of his 

senses.460 

An often-repeated theme, the natural ability to see and recognize great art is something that an 

individual is born within themselves. Through pervasive and negative influence, this natural 

sense can be obfuscated. Reynolds’ mixed reviews of his first history painting presented at the 

 
458 The Public Advertiser, 28 April 1773. 
459 E768. 
460 E768. 
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annual exhibition may have affected Fuseli’s interpretation of the scene which he would present 

in 1806. Quick to defend the painting from a negative review, Blake wrote the Monthly 

Magazine, stating that: 

Mr. Fuseli's Count Ugolino is the father of sons of feeling and dignity, who would not sit 

looking in their parent's face in the moment of his agony, but would rather retire and die 

in secret, while they suffer him to indulge his passionate and innocent grief, his innocent 

and venerable madness, and insanity, and fury, and whatever paltry cold hearted critics 

cannot, because they dare not, look upon.461  

Blake declared the painting to be “truly sublime,” despite the critic’s dismissal of the dense black 

paint. Blake elaborated that the current trend of burnt bone paint tones “has possessed the eye of 

certain connoisseurs,” so intensely that “they cannot see appropriate colouring and are blind to 

the gloom of a real terror.”462 Again, the effect of the external world can cloud those who do not 

have the determinate organs capable of envisioning great art. The “cold hearted critics” are 

unable to judge Fuseli’s painting because of the paltry works that they have been subjugated to in 

the past. Fuseli over his career received a mixed reception from reviewers but the choice for 

Blake to interject in this case may have to do with the previously reviewed painting of the same 

subject by Reynolds. 

In Milton’s speech, ? [who demands?]demands:  

That it no longer shall dare to mock with the aspersion of Madness 

Cast on the Inspired, by the tame high finisher of paltry Blots, 

Indefinite, or paltry Rhymes; or paltry Harmonies.  

 

 
461 E768. 
462 E768. 
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The use of the word “paltry” here and in the letter to the editor of the Monthly Magazine signals 

a connection. While there are no known accounts of Blake’s opinion on Reynolds’ Count 

Ugolino, I believe it can be inferred that Blake finds Fuseli’s painting to be overshadowed by it. 

The grandeur of Fuseli’s intense rendering of the miserable scene is more palpable than 

Reynolds’ version. If the public could not handle Reynolds than they surely could not endure 

Fuseli’s.  

When considering the connection between this passage from Milton and Blake’s irate 

response to a reviewer and Fuseli, it should be understood that Fuseli is mentioned twice by 

name in the marginalia to the Works of Sir Joshua. The first reference is on the back of the title 

page. A blank page, Blake uses the space to introduce his thoughts on the rest of the volume. 

Using black ink post-bookbinding, Blake’s large manuscript reads:  

Having spent the Vigour of my Youth & Genius under the Opression [sic] of Sr Joshua & 

his Gang of Cunning Hired Knaves Without Employment & as much as could possibly be 

Without Bread, The Reader must Expect to Read in all my Remarks on these Books 

Nothing but Indignation & Resentment While Sr Joshua was rolling in Riches Barry was 

Poor & [ independent ] <Unemployd [sic] except by his own Energy>Mortimer was [ 

despised & Mocked ] <calld [sic] a Madman> [ I now despise & Mock in turn although 

Suffring [sic] Neglect ] <& only Portrait Painting applauded & rewarded by the Rich & 

Great.>Reynolds & Gainsborough Blotted & Blurred one against the other & Divided all 

the English World between them Fuseli Indignant <almost> hid himself--I [ was ] 

<am>hid463 

 

 
463 E636. 
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This introduction asserts the impact of Reynolds on other English artists. Reynolds and 

Gainsborough stand against the rest of the artists who have been made poor, unemployed, and 

hidden from the public. Blake claimed that Fuseli was “indignant” and almost hidden away from 

the world. For Fuseli to be provoked to wrath, inflamed by disdain by “something regarded as 

unworthy, unjust, or ungrateful,” further connects this to the lines in Milton. If the paltry blots, 

rhymes, and harmonies are excluded from the world then Fuseli can return to create, free from 

the restraints of the critics and reviewers, and no longer tempered by the undeserving artists like 

Reynolds. 

After clarifying between the true artist and the one who can only complete “paltry blots,” 

Milton’s speech resumes:  

Who creeps into State Government like a catterpiller [sic] to destroy 

To cast off the idiot Questioner who is always questioning, 

But never capable of answering; who sits with a sly grin 

Silent plotting when to question, like a thief in a cave; 

Who publishes doubt & calls it knowledge464 

While these lines do not indicate a specific person, I believe it can be interpreted as Reynolds. 

Because of his role as the first president of the Royal Academy, his position was inherently 

political. Early in the marginalia of the volume, Blake wrote that “This Whole Book was Written 

to Serve Political Purposes [First to Serve Nobility & Fashionable Taste & Sr. Joshua ]”465 

Reynolds, Nobility, Fashionable Taste, and the government are being served by the publication 

of the Discourses. The caterpillar, a reoccurring symbol in Blake’s works is a complicated 

creature. The caterpillar, while in a larvae state, is a destructive creature: eating away the leaves 

 
464 E142. 
465 E641.  
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of growing plants. In the Marriage of Heaven and Hell, one of the Proverbs of Hell tells us: “[a]s 

the catterpiller chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so the priest lays his curse on the 

fairest joys.”466 The caterpillar can stand for a person in power, able to change and destroy the 

natural beauty of the leaf and of human joy. However, the caterpillar can grow and change into 

something of magnificent beauty. But if it remains in its early state, it will only be a destroying 

force. Like the art students at the Royal Academy and the English public, if they are impacted by 

only the eggs of the caterpillar and do not remove the incrustation, they will only suffer. Perhaps 

this critique of Reynolds as the creature of state corruption feeds into the idea of the caterpillar 

developed in this passage. Blake also likens Reynolds to a dog in the marginalia. In Malone’s 

“Some Account of the Life of Reynolds,” he described Reynolds’ hearing difficulties. In an 

explanatory footnote, Malone wrote “when in company with only one person, he heard very 

well, without the aid of a trumpet.”467 Blake responded to the footnote harshly, “A Sly Dog So 

can Every body [sic]; but bring Two People & the Hearing is Stopped[.]”468 While calling 

someone a “sly dog” does not seem like a credible link at first glance, if we look at the Milton 

passage, this sentiment is echoed. Milton hopes to encourage the casting off of “the idiot 

Questioner who is always questioning, / But never capable of answering; who sits with a sly 

grin[.]” If Reynolds feigned his hearing difficulties to aid him in avoiding discourse, then the sly 

dog and the one with the sly grin could very well be cut from the same cloth.  

Further still, the descriptions of this destroying force are of smiling and grinning. 

Reynolds was known for a generally pleasing disposition. On the back of the title page of 

Discourse I, Blake wrote: “I consider Reynolds's Discourses to the Royal Academy as the 

 
466 E37. 
467 Malone, ed. Works, I:lxxxix, note 51. 
468 E640. 
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Simulations of the Hypocrite who Smiles particularly where he means to Betray. His Praise of 

Rafael is like the Hysteric Smile of Revenge His Softness & Candour.”469 Reynolds’ smile is a 

weapon; one that is full of deception and vengeance, masquerading as “softness & candour.” 

Compare this to the speech by Milton wherein “He smiles with condescension; he talks of 

Benevolence & Virtue / And those who act with Benevolence & Virtue, they murder time on 

time / These are the destroyers of Jerusalem[.]” Again, this destruction masks his true intentions 

with “benevolence & virtue[,]” very similar to “softness & candour[.]” I do not believe that this 

passage can only be about Reynolds but the similarities to the marginalia are undeniable.470  

Reynolds’ peculiar reliance on the literary world to explain art could also reveal the 

intended target of the line “Who pretend to Poetry that they may destroy Imagination[.]” In 

Discourse II, Reynolds extended the language of poetry to painting. Metaphorically, he described 

the process of learning language to learning the visual art of painting. Young artists like young 

children must learn the grammar of art, “the power of drawing, modelling, and using colours is 

very properly called the Language of the art[.]”471 Again, in Discourse XI, when considering the 

subjective defects found in Titian’s works, Reynolds said  

in painting, what language is in poetry; we are all sensible how differently the 

imagination is affected by the same sentiment expressed in different words, and how 

mean or how grand the same object appears when presented to us by different Painters.472 

In Discourse VII, Reynolds extends the sister arts to the painter again:  

 
469 E642. 
470 The phrase from “By imitation of Natures Images drawn from Remembrance” also seems to be a 

reference to Reynolds’ pedagogy at the Royal Academy. Reynolds’ concept of creating a cache of images 

to create and improve from underscore the importance of rectifying Nature. 
471 Reynolds, Works, I:25. 
472 Reynolds, Works, II:53.  
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The poet and actor, as well as the painter of genius who is well acquainted with all the 

variety and sources of pleasure in the mind and imagination, has little regard or attention 

to common nature, or creeping after common sense. By overleaping those narrow 

bounds, he more effectually seises [sic] the whole mind, and more powerfully 

accomplishes his purpose.473 

There are numerous extensions made to poetry in Reynolds’ lectures at the Royal Academy. For 

Blake, the line from Milton, “Who pretend to Poetry that they may destroy Imagination[,]” may 

guide the reader back to finding Reynolds culpable for the destruction. The destructive impulse 

of Reynolds is also a fixation in Blake’s marginalia to Works. 

In Malone’s account of Reynolds’ funeral proceedings, Blake wrote: “Funeral granted to Sir 

Joshua for having destroyd [sic] Art[,]” he continued and lambasted the attendees, “The Rascals 

who See Painting want to Destroy Art & Learning[.]”474 The criticism of Reynolds’ destruction 

of art continues in the marginalia with the lectures as well: on the back of the title page for 

Discourse I, Blake went into longer detail: 

I consider Reynolds's Discourses to the Royal Academy as the Simulations of the 

Hypocrite who Smiles particularly where he means to Betray. His Praise of Rafael is like 

the Hysteric Smile of Revenge His Softness & Candour. the hidden trap. & the poisoned 

feast, He praises Michael Angelo for Qualities which Michael Angelo Abhorrd [sic]; & 

He blames Rafael for the only Qualities which Rafael Valued, Whether Reynolds. knew 

what he was doing. is nothing to me; the Mischief is just the same, whether a Man does it 

Ignorantly or Knowingly: I always consider'd True Art & True Artists to be particularly 

Insulted & Degraded by the Reputation of these Discourses As much as they were 

 
473 Reynolds, Works, I:210. 
474 E641. 
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Degraded by the Reputation of Reynolds's Paintings. & that Such Artists as Reynolds, are 

at all times Hired by the Satan's. for the Depression of Art A Pretence of Art: To Destroy 

Art [3 or 4 erased lines follow]475 

There are more examples of the sabotage perpetuated by Reynolds in Blake’s annotations.476 

The complicated and changing positions and opinions in Discourses have been pointed out 

during their time and for years after. Perhaps this wavering opinion is what inspired the line 

“Who publishes doubt & calls it knowledge” in this speech of Milton’s. If these lectures are truly 

to be remembered and taken seriously for young artists, then surely, they should remain 

consistent. While Blake favoured the contrary, he did not favour contradiction in itself. In the 

marginalia, his intentional inking over pencil, demonstrated his own desire for consistency of his 

own thoughts.  

Between the years 1804 and 1820, Blake was using his annotations to build his mythopoetic 

universe. Blake’s Jerusalem, The Emanation of The Giant Albion was his final and longest epic 

poem. Difficult to explain and even more difficult to understand, the dream-plot of Jerusalem 

tells of the fall and the post-lapsarian scenario of man and England. The following quotation is 

what I will provide examples of the annotations from:  

Let the Human Organs be kept in their perfect Integrity 

At will Contracting into Worms, or Expanding into Gods 

 
475 E642. 
476 “Fools opinions & Endeavours destroy Invention!”, E645; “He never travelled to heaven to gather new 

ideas; . . .The Man who never in his Mind & Thoughts traveld [sic] to Heaven Is No Artist. . . no other 

qualifications than what . . . a plain understanding can confer.”, E647; “Artists who are above a plain 

Understanding are Mockd [sic] & Destroyd [sic] by this President of Fools; If the Venetians Outline was 

Right his Shadows would destroy it & deform its appearance[,]” E651. 
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And then behold! what are these Ulro Visions of Chastity 

Then as the moss upon the tree: or dust upon the plow: 

Or as the sweat upon the labouring shoulder: or as the chaff  

Of the wheat-floor or as the dregs of the sweet wine-press 

Such are these Ulro Visions, for tho we sit down within 

The plowed furrow, listning [sic] to the weeping clods till we 

Contract or Expand Space at will: or if we raise ourselves 

Upon the chariots of the morning. Contracting or Expanding Time!  

Every one knows, we are One Family! One Man blessed for ever 

Silence remaind [sic] & every one resumd [sic] his Human Majesty 

And many conversed on these things as they labourd [sic] at the furrow 

Saying: It is better to prevent misery, than to release from misery 

It is better to prevent error, than to forgive the criminal: 

Labour well the Minute Particulars, attend to the Little-ones: 

And those who are in misery cannot remain so long 

If we do but our duty: labour well the teeming Earth. 

They Plow'd in tears, the trumpets sounded before the golden Plow 

And the voices of the Living Creatures were heard in the clouds of heaven 

Crying: Compell [sic] the Reasoner to Demonstrate with unhewn 

Demonstrations 

Let the Indefinite be explored. and let every Man be judged 

By his own Works, Let all Indefinites be thrown into Demonstrations 

To be pounded to dust & melted in the Furnaces of Affliction 
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He who would do good to another, must do it in Minute Particulars 

General Good is the plea of the scoundrel hypocrite & flatterer: 

For Art & Science cannot exist but in minutely organized Particulars 

And not in generalizing Demonstrations of the Rational Power. 

The Infinite alone resides in Definite & Determinate Identity 

Establishment of Truth depends on destruction of Falshood [sic] continually 

On Circumcision: not on Virginity, O Reasoners of Albion.477 

Identity is not lost in either the contraction or the expanding of the infinite senses. The true 

culmination of Blake’s apocalypse, as it appears in Jerusalem, is the restoration of total identity 

to the entire creation, and this is accomplished by the final reunion of identity as inner form with 

the outer form or “lineaments of Man,” “rejoicing in Unity/ In the Four Senses, in the outline, the 

Circumference & Form.”478 The narrative voice of the epic poem issues an imperative statement 

to the inhabitants of the material world who have allowed their creativity and labour to become 

squandered into misguided reason: “Let the Human Organs be kept in their perfect Integrity / At 

will Contracting into Worms, or Expanding into Gods.”479 This brief sentiment is an excellent 

example of the mutability of Blake’s perspective on sight and vision that could possibly be 

traced back to the annotation found in Works of Sir Joshua.  If man can “Let the Human Organs 

be Kept in their perfect Integrity[,],” then they will not be dependent solely on the sensory 

information made available in the material world.480  

 
477 E205, lines 36-67. 
478 Daniel Stempel, “Blake’s Monadology: The Universe of Perspectives,” Mosaic: An Interdisciplinary 

Critical Journal 8, no. 2 (1975), accessed March 20, 2022, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24776978. E257, 

line 22. 
479 E205, lines 36-37. 
480 E205, line 36. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24776978
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Blake responded to Reynolds’ blindness to Raphael’s frescoes in the Vatican with: “Men 

who have been Educated with Works of Venetian Artists. under their Eyes Cannot see Rafael 

unless they are born with Determinate Organs[.]” In Jerusalem, he provides an elaboration of the 

idea of “determinate organs that suggests each individual has an innate ability to perceive or 

sense that is not dependent upon education or experience. In this example from Jerusalem, if we 

can “[l]et the Human Organs be kept in their perfect Integrity[,]” then the individual will be able 

to see as things truly are.  If the “Human Organs” are maintained in this “perfect Integrity” that 

would mean they are truly determinate, unclouded by false teachings like Reynolds’ or the 

experiences that have misled him. To Blake, Reynolds’ miseducation in Venetian artistry has 

obscured his vision to the point that he cannot perceive Raphael at all. Reynolds’ ignorance and 

general lack of perception has allowed his organs to deteriorate away from the “perfect Integrity” 

that is so critical to truly seeing and perceiving.481 This is even more dangerous and alarming to 

Blake because Reynolds was at the forefront of art education in England. 

The imperative statement, “Let the Human Organs be kept in their perfect Integrity / 

At will Contracting into Worms, or Expanding into Gods[,]”482 that begins this passage is an 

excellent example of the mutability of Blake’s perspective on sight and vision.483 The word 

“organ” appears often in Blake’s work in relation to spiritual and artistic vision. Perhaps the 

earliest example is in There is No Natural Religion, composed in 1788. One of Blake’s earliest 

works, There is No Natural Religion is a brief exploration of his initial aesthetic theories. 

Presented like an emblem book with aphoristic statements on perception, desire, and knowledge, 

the work concentrates on the organs of sight. The concept of the physical process and 

 
481 E205, line 36. 
482 E205, lines 36-37. 
483 E205, lines 36-37.  
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interpretation of vision, reason, and the limits of experience are developed in numbered 

aphorisms. He begins by analysing the “natural or bodily organs” that allow for an individual to 

“perceive.”484 The information and experiences that man perceives inform his desires and 

perceptions but, “Mans [sic] perceptions are not bounded by organs of perception. he perceives 

[sic] more than sense (tho' ever so acute) can discover.”485 The ability to observe independently 

from the physical organs or any sense means that man can perceive past these earthly sensations. 

Going back to Jerusalem, a work that was completed 16 years after There Is No Natural 

Religion, we can see the development of this idea. If man can “Let the Human Organs be Kept in 

their perfect Integrity[,]” then they will not be dependent on the sensory information made 

available in the material world. After all, if man can “At will” contract their sensory processing 

“into worms” or the physical world or expand “into Gods,” this means that both the visual and 

spiritual world can be accessed by the “Human Organs[.]”486 

Of course, this trajectory of change in Blake’s aesthetic theories is not limited to these 

two examples. In his annotations to The Works of Sir Joshua, Blake responded to Reynolds’ 

blindness to Raphael’s frescoes in the Vatican with: “Men who have been Educated with Works 

of Venetian Artists. under their Eyes Cannot see Rafael unless they are born with Determinate 

Organs[.]”487 This re-emergence of perceiving organs and sensing ability from 1788 to 1793 is 

not fundamentally different: in There is No Natural Religion, Blake emphasizes the ability to see 

beyond the physical organs we have and, in the annotation, he emphasizes the individual’s ability 

to sense. The organs have become more nuanced in that they are now ‘determinate’, which 

would seem to imply that are bound or limited, in time, space, extent, position, character or 

 
484 E2. 
485 E2. 
486 E205, lines 36-37.  
487 E637 
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nature. This means that each individual has an innate ability to perceive that is not dependent 

upon education or experience, rather it comes naturally to the individual. In this example from 

Jerusalem, if we can “[l]et the Human Organs be kept in their perfect Integrity[,]” then the 

individual will be able to see as things truly are.488 If the “Human Organs” are maintained at 

“perfect Integrity” that would mean they are truly determinate as they have not been rendered 

unclear by limited perceptive ability due to bad habits or false education. To Blake, Reynolds’ 

miseducation due to Venetian artistry has obscured his vision and because of his lack of innate 

vision, he cannot perceive Raphael at all. Reynolds’ ignorance and general lack of perception has 

allowed his organs to deteriorate away from the “perfect Integrity” that is so critical to truly 

seeing and perceiving.489  

In Discourse III, Reynolds emphasized the ability to idealize and create perfect forms 

from the intensive contemplation, comparison, and study of nature. The artist, by “long laborious 

comparison” will acquire a “just idea of beautiful forms; he corrects nature by herself, her 

imperfect state by her more perfect. His eye being enabled to distinguish the accidental 

deficiencies, excrescences, and deformities of things from their general figures[.]490 He admits 

 
488 E2, line 36. 
489 As always, the Vision and Organs thing is playing out nicely to show the trajectory across Blake’s 

works. There is another thing that I could add to this, but I was unsure if it would fit here. Essentially, 

there are some places in which Blake argues that animals also have eyes, but they don’t have the ability to 

sense or perceive the same way in which humans can which means that there must be something beyond 

the regular organs. In Visions of the Daughters of Albion: “With what sense is it that the chicken shuns 

the ravenous hawk? / With what sense does the tame pigeon measure out the expanse? /With what sense 

does the bee form cells? have not the mouse & frog / Eyes and ears and sense of touch? yet are their 

habitations” (E47). This reminded me of Blake’s annotations in response to Reynolds’ assertion that 

Raphael learned from living in Rome around the great artists: “I do not believe that Rafael taught Mich. 

Angelo or that Mich. Ang: taught Rafael., any more than I believe that the Rose teaches the Lilly how to 

grow or the Apple tree teaches the [ Pine tree to bear Fruit ] <Pear tree how to bear Fruit.>I do not believe 

the tales of Anecdote writers when they militate against Individual Character” (E643). And later still, 

Blake writes “Man varies from Man more than Animal from Animal of Different Species” (E656) in 

response to Reynolds’ suggesting that heavenly inspiration is ridiculous in comparison to learning from 

the Old Masters.  
490 Reynolds, Works, I:58. 
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that it may seem paradoxical to study the form in nature and abstract away the imperfections but 

insists that “this idea of the perfect state of nature, which the Artist calls the Ideal Beauty, is the 

great leading principle by which works of genius are conducted.”491 While Blake does not use 

the word “organ” in his response, it should be clear that he is referencing the ability to perceive 

the true form of things in his annotation:  

Knowledge of Ideal Beauty. is Not to be Acquired It is Born with us Innate Ideas. are in 

Every Man Born with him. they are <truly> Himself. The Man who says that we have No 

Innate Ideas must be a Fool & Knave. Having No Con-Science <or Innate Science>492 

As explained above, the ability to see and perceive is not housed solely in the mundane organs of 

the eye. The inherent ability to see is something that is “born with us” and those who do not have 

this ability have been looked over, misled, or obscured by education or experience. The human 

actions of sensing and perceiving are an essential characteristic of the “Human Organs” that have 

been “kept in their perfect Integrity.”493 

Despite the innate nature of the vision and perception, the ability to see as things truly are 

is impacted by environment and experience, not least by false teaching. The “Ulro Visions of 

Chastity” that Blake calls attention to in this passage from Jerusalem underscore the 

vulnerability of creative vision and process to moral and aesthetic miseducation.494 Ulro, featured 

in Blake’s Four Zoas, Milton, and Jerusalem is the material world which we all inhabit. S. Foster 

Damon points out that ‘Ulro’ and ‘the World of Generation’ have been used as the same plane of 

existence until Jerusalem, in which Ulro becomes the embodiment of the South direction.495 The 

 
491 Reynolds, Works, I:59.  
492 E648. 
493 E205, lines 36-37. 
494 E205, line 38. 
495 S. Foster Damon, A Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake, Updated ed (Hanover, 

NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2013). 416-417.  
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cardinal directions in Blake’s works are loaded with the symbolism and the South is governed by 

Urizen, who guides the real and material world by reason. These “Ulro Visions of Chastity” are 

described by their extraneous elements or by-products of the physical world, in the view of 

Damon. For example, the “dregs of the sweet wine-press” describe the undesirable sediments 

that are filtered from the end-product of wine.496 Instead of sensing the wine as what it becomes 

and exists as, the focus is on the excess material. The “sweat upon the labouring shoulder” is the 

by-product of the human creative process of physical labour, ignoring the resulting product of 

said labour.497 In these two examples, the external material waste as key and the creative, the 

visionary result is ignored. Towards the end of this passage, the Living Creatures in Ulro cried 

out that, they desire to “Compell [sic] the Reasoner to Demonstrate Unhewn 

Demonstrations[.]”498 The Reasoner, or Urizen, is the governor of the realm they inhabit, and 

speaking in his language, they want him to “demonstrate” the reality of creation. For the 

empiricist and materialist, the act of demonstration is the best way to represent what is created 

and made real.  

However, the request for the demonstration to be “unhewn,” meaning not cut into shape 

or moderated by tools, leads us into the circumcision symbolism in Jerusalem. Edward J. Rose 

argues that it is the “dramatization of his ideas about art and the function of the artist.”499 Truly 

inspired art is that which is revealed rather than obscured, and with the correct vision and action 

it can be a “kind of secret mystery open only to the initiate.”500 As with “determinate organs,” 

the individual either possesses or does not possess the ability to reveal the obfuscated by seeing 

 
496 E205, line 41. 
497 E205, line 40.  
498 E205, lines 56-57. 
499 Edward J. Rose, “Circumcision Symbolism in Blake’s Jerusalem,” Studies in Romanticism 8, no. 1 

(Autumn 1968): 16–25, 16. 
500 Rose, “Circumcision Symbolism,” 16. 
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in different senses: the material and the visionary. The “Establishment of Truth depends on 

destruction of Falsehood continually, / On Circumcision, not on Virginity,” perhaps references 

the ability to remove the fetters of education, experience, and materialism as a means to reveal 

the outline of form.501 For Blake, “the imagination cuts the vegetative away by etching a spiritual 

outline which defines the difference between the non-human and the human,” according to 

Rose.502 I agree but believe that this extends past the non-human and human and can be related to 

any material or visionary object. By removing the ordinary and excess material of education and 

experience, the true outline of the form can be revealed. Like the earlier lines that focused on the 

sediments in the wine and the sweat on the labouring shoulder, the unadorned and stripped away 

vision is one that is able to display the fullness of the object. 

The complete nature of the object is not the generalized form sought by Reynolds but 

rather the determinate form. The focus on the “minute” and the “minute particulars” of objects is 

central to Blake’s idea of artistic vision. The narration in Jerusalem delivers aphoristic advice: 

“Labour well the Minute Particulars, attend to the Little-ones.”503 Speaking to those of the 

material world, the narrative voice knows precisely the materiality of labour and its results. In 

Reynolds’ first lecture at the Royal Academy, he warned the young artists against becoming 

distracted by “the minute accidental discriminations of particular . . .objects,” to which Blake 

responded in the margin: “Minute Discrimination is Not Accidental All Sublimity is founded on 

Minute Discrimination.”504 The narrator of Jerusalem and Blake’s voice in the margins maintain 

a similar position on the importance of the particular. The narrator’s advice comes from a place 

of wisdom, guiding the Ulro inhabitants on how to live in artistic and creative prosperity.  

 
501 E205, lines 66-67.  
502 Rose, “Circumcision Symbolism,” 19-20. 
503 E205, line 51. 
504 E643. 
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There are many monographs, articles, and other scholarship on Milton and Jerusalem that 

examine these quotations. However, there seem to be very few that draw the connection between 

the marginalia found in the Works of Sir Joshua and these parts of the illuminated books. While I 

am not suggesting that the annotations will provide brand new perspectives of these works by 

Blake, I am suggesting that they provide nuance to his development process. Blake continues to 

draw upon his annotations he first started in 1798 until his final years. In the next section, I will 

analyse the single page print of The Laocoön, another dizzying example of Blake’s results of 

experimenting, developing, and processing his artistic theories. 
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3.4 The Laocoön 

Laocoön was one of the final works of William Blake. Completed in 1826-1827, the 

work draws on the full range of Blake’s artistic and literary influences; ranging from the 

formative years of studying classical works at the Pars’ Drawing School and the brief stint at the 

Royal Academy, engraving techniques learned from his apprenticeship to James Basire, and the 

creative expression of aphorisms like those found in his illuminated books. Nevertheless, it is 

atypical in the mis-en-page, with the swirling text organized around a fairly faithful rendering of 

another artist’s work. I believe that Blake’s Laocoön endeavours to provoke the viewer/reader to 

witness the confusing expectations placed on the artist and to risk their own selfhood by 

venturing into their perspective. The engraved manuscript text in Laocoön is like Blake’s 

commentary in Works both in seeming to take the form of annotations and in its subject matter, 

echoing its concern with the relationship between art, money, and empire, and – most obviously - 

taking a dialogic form.  

In an inscription beneath his detailed reproduction of the Laocoön, Blake reinterprets the 

famous Greek sculpture as a copy of an original Hebraic work representing Jehovah and his two 

sons, Satan, and Adam. Other inscriptions surrounding the central design set forth Blake's 

interrelated opinions on money, empire, morality, Christianity, and the arts. Robert N. Essick 

believes that Blake may have completed a detailed reproduction of the statue in 1815 as part of 

his work on illustrations for Abraham Rees, The Cyclopaedia; or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, 

Sciences, and Literature,  which was eventually published in 1820. The text surrounding the 

images, he claims, was almost certainly added at a much later date, probably c. 1826-27. Both 
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extant impressions (A and B) of the single plate, etched and engraved in intaglio, were printed in 

1826 or 1827.”505  

In the preface to The Cyclopaedia, Rees told readers that “a dictionary is intended for 

communicating knowledge in an easy and expeditious manner; and it is desirable that the several 

articles should be so full and comprehensive.” To complete the work, it had been necessary to 

“procure every kind of assistance,” including employing artists “of the first reputation in their 

respective departments, whose performance have given a peculiar character to this work.”506 

Thanks to John Flaxman, Blake was among the artists commissioned to provide commercial 

engravings to accompany the entries on armour, bas-relief, gem-engraving, and sculpture.507  

According to the preface, the entry on sculpture was co-written between Flaxman, Prince 

Hoare, and John Bacon.508 In G. E. Bentley’s Blake Books, we are referred back to several 

sources in which this article is attributed to Flaxman (no. 489): the Annual Biography and 

Obituary for the Year 1828 (issue no. 997); a note on Blake’s sketch of the Laocoön sculpture (in 

Frederick Tatham’s hand); and W. Bent’s List of New Publications for April 1803. Subsequent 

Blake scholars have accepted, apparently without investigation, this attribution (e.g., Tayler 72, 

James 226). Rosamund Paice also thinks it wrong to think of the entry as ” a straightforward 

collaboration,” not least because Flaxman’s Lectures on Sculpture, delivered to the Royal 

Academy over roughly the same period as the Cyclopædia was being produced, frequently 

 
505 “Laocoön,” Robert N. Essick, William Blake Archive, updated 2021, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/work/Laocoön. 
506 Abraham Rees, The Cyclopædia; or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature, vol. I, 39 

vols (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme & Brown, 1820), accessed 3 February 2022. 

https://archive.org/details/cyclopaediaoruni01rees/page/n13/mode/1up. Iii-iv. 
507 G. E. Bentley, Jr., “Blake’s Engravings and His Friendship with Flaxman,” Studies in Bibliography 12 

(1959): 161–88. 
508 Rees, The Cyclopaedia, v. 

https://archive.org/details/cyclopaediaoruni01rees/page/n13/mode/1up
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contain passages identical to sections of the Cyclopædia article.”509 She believes that Hoare soon 

left the project after “the printing of the Preface.”510 The other collaborator mentioned by Rees, 

John Bacon, died while the essay was in preparation.511 Most scholars recognize that Flaxman 

and Hoare were the main writers for the dictionary entry and they would have had the choice to 

commission any commercial engraver of their choosing. Both had worked with Blake before. 

Prince Hoare, for instance, had already worked with Blake on his publication, An Inquiry into 

The Requisite Cultivation and Present State of The Arts of Design in England that featured a 

frontispiece by Blake of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ The Graphic Muse (see figures 46 and 47).512 

 
Figure 46. William Blake, The Graphic Muse, frontispiece for An Inquiry into The 

Requisite Cultivation and Present State of The Arts Of Design In England by Prince 

Hoare, 1806, line engraving with stipple, 3.5 x 3.3” (8.8 x 8.5 cm), Royal Academy of the 

Arts, London, United Kingdom, https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-

art/the-graphic-muse. 

 

 
509 Rosamund A. Paice, “Encyclopaedic Resistance: Blake, Rees’s Cyclopædia, and the Laocoön Separate 

Plate,” Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly 37, no. 2 (Fall 2003): 44–62. 48. 
510 Paice, Encylopaedic Resistance, 48. 
511 This, however, is not the case with John Bacon. Bacon died during the drafting of the dictionary entry 

for Sculpture but still contributed to entry. 
512 Robert Essick, William Blake's Commercial Book Illustrations: A Catalogue and Study of the Plates 

Engraved by Blake after Designs by Other Artists (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 214. 

https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/the-graphic-muse
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/the-graphic-muse
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Figure 47. Joshua Reynolds, Theory, 1779-1780, oil on canvas, 5’8 x 5’9 (178 x 179 cm), 

Royal Academy of the Arts, London, United Kingdom, 

https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/theory. 

 

While Flaxman and Hoare’s entry in the Cyclopedia is expansive in both scope and content, 

Blake’s makes the Laocoön a substantial presence on the page displaying his engravings, as 

shown by the attention to finer detailing in the image as compared to the two figures above on 

the same page (see figure 48).  

https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/theory
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Figure 48. William Blake, “Sculpture” for The Cyclopædia, or, Universal Dictionary of 

Arts, Sciences, and Literature by Abraham Rees, volume 43, plate 6, 1820, line 

engraving with stipple, British Library, London, United Kingdom. 

 

Blake’s sense of the importance of the L group in the history of sculpture presumably played its 

part in Blake’s decision to produce his own plate centred on the sculpture. This engraving would 

later be used in his own print, Laocoön (figure 49). 
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Figure 49. William Blake, Laocoön, 1815, 1826-1827, intaglio etching/engraving with 

dry point lettering and handcoloring, 28.1 x 24.4 cm, collection of Robert N. Essick, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/laocoon.b?descId=laocoon.b.illbk.01.  

 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/laocoon.b?descId=laocoon.b.illbk.01
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Anchored by the central image of the Laocoön group, the plate is a complicated web of 

aphorisms and opinions, laden with cryptic meanings. Some of the text is in Greek, some in 

Hebrew, but most is in English. The text is not linear or organized in any clearly discernible 

fashion. Instead, the text is grouped mostly by the size of the lettering, with just enough space 

left between other groups of text to be distinguishable. For the reader, approaching this work is a 

challenge because the orientation does not fit the standardized, homogenous print patterns that 

readers have grown accustomed to since the invention of the printing press. The design of words 

into paragraphs, the use of standardized typeface, and linear arrangement made mass-produced 

texts simpler and clearer for readers. Julia Wright argues that the design of Laocoön “recalls a 

jigsaw puzzle more than a page from an emblem book, graffiti more than a design, and a set of 

doodles more than a sheet of aphorisms.”513 This transgression of the conventions of linear text 

gives shape, variation, and movement to his opinions, loosing them from the conventional 

restraints of print and textual articulation.  

At a glance, though, the mise-en-page reads as chaotic. The text appears randomized and 

variable, placed around a darkly etched representation of the Laocoön group sculpture. Even the 

solid heaviness of the central image is complicated by the twisting of the serpents, the 

contortions made by the writhing bodies, and the various eyelines of the agonized figures. There 

is an amorphous sense of movement, causing the reader’s attention to fluctuate in various 

directions over the page. The veering sight lines stimulate the reader/viewer to dart their eyes 

around the page, to focus or defocus where they wish at the time. Perhaps, one reader will be 

drawn to the Hebrew characters, but another may be inclined to shift the page to the side, using 

their hand or tilting their head, to better read the text alongside one of the young men’s torsos. 

 
513 Julia M. Wright, “The Medium, the Message and the Line in William Blake’s Laocoön,” Mosaic: An 

Interdisciplinary Critical Journal 33, no. 2 (June 2000): 101–24. 104. 
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Blake has emphasized the natural curiosity of the viewer despite having been taught by centuries 

of routine, can and will venture to follow their own desires.  

In his annotations to the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, Blake grouped his reactions, 

turned into manuscript comments in various directions, to make them fit around the centre-

printed text of the book. In the marginalia, the centre text determined the presence, shape, and 

length of each comment, as seen in figure 50.  

 
Figure 50. William Blake, pencil manuscript annotation (Works, I:13), British Library, 

London, United Kingdom. 

 

Next to the printed line, “humiliating exactness[,]” Blake wrote, “I consider[,]” in the left 

margin. He continues the sentence in the space of the paragraph break, “The Following sentence 

is Supremely Insolent[,]” followed up by the completion of his thought in the right margin of the 

page.514 Starting his comment in the left margin, using the paragraph space break to introduce his 

 
514 E643.  
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thought, and completing it by fulfilling the space in the right margin and the bottom footer of the 

page shows the flexibility of the marginalia around the central text. In Laocoön, the centre text 

(which in this case, is the image of the sculpture) also does not define the presence, shape, or 

length of the commentary. While it twists around the centre image and does not interrupt the 

image or intermingle itself with the picture, just as in the marginalia, there is plenty of space for 

the manuscript aphorisms. In both the marginalia and the Laocoön, Blake added manuscript 

notes around the centre text, therefore changing it and altering the perception of the ancient 

sculpture.  

In the first section of this thesis, I have argued that Blake’s marginalia to Reynolds’ 

writings have changed the reception of Discourses through time. Whilst Blake was writing the 

commentary, his influence was insignificant in comparison to Reynolds as an artist; however, the 

situation has substantially shifted. Blake is, arguably, much better known as a writer and as a 

visual artist. This dynamic is all the more interesting and notable in the case of Laocoön. 

Although commonly understood in the context of late-twentieth century and contemporary art, 

the notion of artistic appropriation is key: the conscious and deliberate use and inclusion of 

material that derives from a source outside the work is a way to incorporate an external piece of 

art into one’s own art. This practice highlights the use of previous art and notions of beauty that 

placed into a different context can change its meaning. Foucault explained that “discourses are 

objects of appropriation,” and because of this fluctuating textuality, we should consider the 

engagement of new authors or artists as a new composition or new iteration of the previous 

idea.515 These meaningful re-contextualisation’s are made even more powerful with Blake’s 

additional text surrounding the Laocoön group. In the tradition of appropriation in art, the older 

 
515 Foucault, “What is an Author?”, 107-110. 
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work becomes foundational by becoming the focus of the new work, but it is also changed in 

meaning and influence. For Blake’s Laocoön, this certainly seems to be true to the point that the 

figures in the statue are not of Laocoön and his sons (as suggested by the given title of the work) 

but God, and his sons, Satan and Adam. Found underneath the base of the sculpture on the page, 

Blake inscribed, like a title on a painting, “יה [Yah]& his two Sons Satan & Adam[.]” In 

changing the identities of the subjects, Blake modified the context from classical to Biblical, 

suggesting an alternative understanding of the original work. In Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, they argue that such changes 

must attend to the medium: 

We will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in 

connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other 

multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what bodies without 

organs it makes its own converge. A book only exists through the outside and on the 

outside.516 

These countless interactions with other things make the use of particular media important to 

consider. For Deleuze and Guattari, it is not enough to read a book and contemplate the meaning, 

the critic must also examine the function of the medium, how it passes through society, how 

people interact with it, and how it can affect those who come near it. In Mike Goode’s book 

Romantic Capabilities: Blake, Scott, Austen, and the New Messages of Old Media, he builds 

upon this notion looking towards the Romantics. Concerned with a text’s “medial afterlife,” 

Goode argues that Blake’s “so-called ‘composite art,’” a term connected to W.J.T. Mitchell, is 

 
516 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. by 

Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 4. 
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not an “integration of art forms,” but a “generative multi-medium.”517 Instead of reading the 

composition holistically, Mitchell suggests the alternative of viewing it as something completely 

new. While Goode focuses primarily on the proverbs and aphorisms of Blake’s works, we can 

see that the short phrases that surround the centre image of the Laocoön may function similarly 

to those found in the Marriage of Heaven and Hell and perhaps, Auguries of Innocence.518  

The pervasive influence and status of the classical period in the eighteenth-century need 

not be expanded on too much in this section, as it is the focus of so many of his annotations to 

Reynolds, but it is critical to observe the importance of the Laocoön sculpture in eighteenth-

century aesthetics. As I hope to explain, Blake, like Laocoön, also fears Greeks bearing gifts: in 

that, Blake often dismisses the use of classical influence for British art. 

 
517 Mike Goode, Romantic Capabilities: Blake, Scott, Austen, and the New Messages of Old Media 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 11. 
518 For more on the reception studies, media studies, and new historicist approach towards Blake, see 

Goode’s chapters, “Blakespotting” and “The Joy of Looking” in Romantic Capabilities: Blake, Scott, 

Austen, and the New Messages of Old Media.  



232 

 

 
Figure 51. Laocoön and His Sons, ca. 180-160 BCE, marble sculpture, 6’10 x 5’4 x 3’8 

(208 x 163 x 112 cm), Vatican Museums, Vatican City, Italy, 

https://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/museo-pio-

clementino/Cortile-Ottagono/laocoonte.html. 

 

The Laocoön group is an ancient marble sculpture depicting the Trojan priest Laocoön with his 

sons, writhing in physical agony and emotional anguish, as they are attacked by serpents, sent as 

punishment for warning against the wooden horse at the battle of Troy. In 1506, Pope Julius II 

housed the sculpture at the Belvedere and the sculpture was influential on the likes of 

Michelangelo and Raphael, and other renaissance Old Masters. Often considered one of the best 

examples of the depth and extremity of mortal pain, the Laocoön remained an important work in 

artistic training through the eighteenth century and beyond. In 1816, the Royal Academy was 

given an excellent cast of the statue by the prince Regent. Previously, the Royal Academy 

https://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/museo-pio-clementino/Cortile-Ottagono/laocoonte.html
https://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/museo-pio-clementino/Cortile-Ottagono/laocoonte.html
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possessed another cast, shown in Henry Singleton’s 1795 painting The Royal Academicians in 

General Assembly (see figure 52).  

 
Figure 52. Henry Singleton, The Royal Academicians in General Assembly, 1795, oil on 

canvas, 6’5 × 8’5 (198.1 x 259 cm), Royal Academy of Arts, London, United Kingdom, 

https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/the-royal-academicians-in-

general-assembly-1. 

 

The importance of the Laocoön in training was mirrored by its prominent place in the period’s 

writing on art theory. Translated by Henry Fuseli in 1765, Johann Winckelmann’s Reflections on 

the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks took an approach to art theory similar to Reynolds’ 

Discourses, especially in terms of his veneration of the ancients. Winckelmann stated, “there is 

but one way for the moderns to become great, and perhaps unequalled; I mean, by imitating the 

antients [sic],” a claim that Reynolds expressed time and again to the Royal Academy.519 The 

Laocoön sculpture was used as a prime example of the standard of classical and contemporary 

art by Winckelmann throughout the essay. On the artist’s attempts to express “much in little,” he 

shows that when looking at the Laocoön, “you see bodily pains, and indignation at undeserved 

 
519 Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Reflections on the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks: With 

Instructions for the Connoisseur, and an Essay on Grace in Works of Art, trans. Henry Fuseli (London: A. 

Millar, 1765), 2. 

https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/the-royal-academicians-in-general-assembly-1
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/the-royal-academicians-in-general-assembly-1
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sufferings, twist the nose, and paternal sympathy dim the eyeballs.”520 The artist has rendered a 

work that evokes an emotional and physical response in the viewer, an affect that modern 

painters seem incapable of, he argued, who instead “hang out all their wares at once.” Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing’s Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry was written in 

response to W. Winckelmann.  Noting that both Homer and Milton were blind, Lessing 

suggested that 

If the sphere of my bodily eyes, so long as I enjoy them, must needs also be that of my 

inner eye, great indeed would be the value I should put upon their loss, since it freed me 

from this confinement.521 

Here his implication is that sight can actually constrain the imagination, while non-visual 

media—in other words, poetry—free the imagination for a wider play with both ideas and 

emotions. As these brief examples show, The Laocoön provided an excellent point of reference 

for aesthetic debates on cultural, spiritual, and physical divisions of the kind that, as we have 

seen, are central to Blake’s annotations to Reynolds. From the perspective Blake elaborates on in 

his annotations to Reynolds, artists must be capable of looking upon previous, magnificent works 

of art with their spiritual and imaginative vision – something that was believed to be offered by 

the Laocoön at the time. In 1798, Johann Wolfgang van Goethe writing of the Laocoön, stated 

that: 

 
520 Winckelmann, Reflections on the Painting, 255. 
521 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry, trans. E.C. 

Beasley (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1853), 96. 
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a true work of art, like a work of nature, never ceases to open boundlessly before the 

mind. We examine, – we are impressed with it, – it produces its effect; but it can never be 

all comprehended, still less can its essence, its value, be expressed in words.522  

As explored in the first section of this thesis, the relationship between painting, sculpture, and 

poetry held unique potential for visual artists, engravers, and artisans. These cultural and artistic 

tensions for historians, writers, and artists provided a fertile ground for aesthetic debates. The 

Laocoön’s status as a key text for approaching and understanding these discourses is certainly 

why Blake chose it to restate his principles of the art he so often traversed.  

To show the manifestations of the marginalia appearing in this work, we must look much 

closer. Arching between Laocoön and his son on the right (figure 53), Blake engraved:  

All that we See is Vision 

from Generated Organs gone as soon as come 

Permanent in The Imagination; considered  

as Nothing by the  

Natural Man[.]523 

 

 
522Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Essays on Art by Goethe, trans. Samuel Gray Ward (New York: James 

Miller, 1862), 26. 
523 E273. 
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Figure 53. William Blake, detail of Laocoön, ca. 1815, 1826-1827, intaglio 

etching/engraving with dry point lettering and hand colouring, image 26.6 x 21.6 cm.; 

platemark 27.6 x 22.9 cm, private collection of Robert N. Essick, 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/Laocoön.b?descId=Laocoön.b.illbk.01.  

 

The line of vision for the son appears to look up at this segment of commentary whereas 

Laocoön’s eye line moves up, grazing the section but ultimately looking past the comment. This 

is suggestive of the two approaches to vision: Laocoön does not consider the statement, but the 

son views it and lingers on it, despite two obstructing comments. The statement itself, “All that 

we See is Vision from Generated Organs gone as soon as come Permanent in The Imagination; 

Considerd as Nothing by the Natural Man[,]” must be broken down to be better understood. The 

Vision that comes from “Generated Organs” could mean the impression that is stamped on the 

eyes by external. The eyes would become productive – generative rather than generated - if are 

able to create an image held in “The Imagination.” However, only particular individuals are 

capable of this process because it can be looked over “as nothing” by those who do not possess 

correct organs for this productive vision. Terence Dawson, writing in the Jung Journal: Culture 

& Psyche, analysed Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven and Hell as confessional writing but 

pointed to the development of his notion of vision by quoting this part of Laocoön. He argues 

that “Blake has withdrawn the projection by which certain key responsibilities belong to ‘God’ 

and has assumed full responsibility for himself. The parallel with Kant’s definition of 

‘enlightenment’ is self-evident, as it is with Jung’s theory of individuation.”524 I argued in this 

thesis, Jung’s theory of individuation, the continuous struggle to know oneself fully, is an 

intriguing way to consider the marginalia. Earlier, I made the position that Blake’s reactions to 

Reynolds’ central text are an exercise of individuation: a method to publish the resistance from 

 
524 Terence Dawson, “Here I Stand: Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven and Hell as Confessional Writing,” 

Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche 6, no. 2 (Spring 2012): 43–67. 60. 

http://www.blakearchive.org/copy/Laocoön.b?descId=Laocoön.b.illbk.01
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outside influences and to remain true to his own ideas. If we consider the meaning of this 

Laocoön quotation above to be as I have suggested, it is very much related to the manuscript 

comment found in The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, analysed in depth throughout this thesis. 

The sizable black ink note: “Men who have been educated with Works of Venetian Artists under 

their Eyes Cannot See Rafael unless they are born with Determinate Organs[.]” Those who 

cannot recognize the greatness of Raphael’s work (like Reynolds) are not only corrupted by the 

miseducation of artists but also lack the inherent ability of greater artistic vision. As previously 

explored, the annotation was damaged in the book binding process, with several of the letters 

against the left clipped but still legible. One of four varieties of annotation styles found in this 

book, these types appear to be opinions that Blake did not expect to change, and we can see that 

twenty-eight years later, Blake is still using this comment as an inspiration and springboard for 

his artistic theories. Unlike the reference in the Descriptive Catalogue, the prose manifesto of 

Blake’s artistic philosophies, and unlike the mythopoetic statement from Jerusalem, this 

reference comes back full circle into an annotation.  
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Conclusion 
 

Previously, scholars hoping to unearth Blake’s inspirations have looked to collected 

volumes to peruse his letters, his personal notebook, and the marginalia. Inspired by this, I have 

attempted to show some of the intricacies and nuances that we must account for when analysing 

marginalia. First, I have endeavoured to prove that the main text that annotations relate to must 

be evaluated. The content of the main text inspires the reader to interact and write their thoughts 

down in the borderlands of the page. We consider the origins of other works of art or literature; 

marginalia should not differ. Secondly, I recommend examining the materiality of the 

marginalia. It can help unearth more about the use and reuse of the manuscript or book. I analyse 

the paratextual positioning of the annotations. Blake's notes comment directly on specific 

sections of the text, functioning disruptively, constantly repositioning the reader's awareness of 

the page and its inherent control. Blake’s marginalia counteract the control imposed by the print 

and Reynolds’ lectures. Blake’s interjections refocus the reader into a discourse between 

Reynolds, Blake, and his or her own thoughts. Blake introduces this disruptive reading practice 

to guide the reader to engage in the dialogue. Next, I analysed the various writing utensils used 

in writing the marginalia which allow us to better understand how he used annotations to develop 

his own ideas. Taking up the synthesis of analysing the main text and the materiality to better 

understand the influence marginalia may have on a lifetime of work could very well be a lifetime 

of work for a scholar. I do not believe that Blake was an acrimonious reader ranting and 

scribbling in the margins – instead, he was working to develop his own system of thought. After 
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all, this comes from the man who wrote: “I must Create a system or be enslav’d by another 

Man’s. / I will not Reason & Compare: my business is to Create.”525 

Finally, I would like to return to the earlier mentioned Emma Chastain from Barnes and 

Noble. She criticized readers who litter their books with written commentary stating, “it’s 

graffiti.” For her, the graffiti stops the reader from engaging with the book “over and over 

again.” After examining Blake’s engagement with this book, it is clear that his annotations 

provided the pools that he could dive into over and over. Like street art, the marginalia provided 

a creative space to practice, engage, and disrupt the more-established text. 28 years later, Blake 

was still considering his annotation from the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds. I hope that 

researching Reynolds’ lectures alongside Blake’s marginalia and social/aesthetic dissent of 

hegemonic systems will provide an important scholarly resource for future students in fields 

other than English literature. Scholars will also be able to develop shifting viewpoints on the 

dialogue between Blake and Reynolds. The conversation provides evidence of Blake’s 

experience as a reader, writer, artist, and bookmaker.  Beyond the fascinating critique of 

commercialized and generic art, scholars will find insight into Blake’s personal interaction with 

print culture and paratextual conversation.  Moreover, Blake’s marginalia offer a crucial insight 

into the development of his aesthetic theory. As the scholarly community continues to focus on 

the holistic view of Blake’s oeuvre, it is imperative to consider the genesis of his fluctuating 

aesthetic positions beyond expressivity theorization.  

  

 
525 E153, lines 20-21. 
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Appendix 1 

The following images are photographs I have taken of the first volume of The Works of Sir Joshua 

Reynolds owned by William Blake. It is currently held by the British Library in London, United 

Kingdom. The photographs are all my own. They are not taken to be all the same size, focus, or 

composition; rather, they are intended to display the manuscript annotations written by Blake.  
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