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Blake, Flaxman, and Thomas:

A New Document
Marcia Allentuck

N THE JANUaRY 1971 issue of the Harvarp Lisrary Burierin,t

I discussed an unpublished leteer, now at the Folger Shakespeare

Library,* from John Flaxman to William Hayley, dated 3: July

1801, which dealt with Flaxman’s chwarred intentions to illustrate
Klopstock’s poem, T'he Messiab. The letter contains 2 postscript,
victually a letter in itself, upon which 1 wish to focus now.

The postscript consists of a full communication to William Blake
from Flaxman, prefaced by the words, “I must add a Postscript to our
Worthy Blake containing 2 little commission,” and ic appears to have
been unknown te Sir Geoffrey Keynes, who revised his edivion of
levters to and {rom Blake in 1968.7 It rcads as follows:

My Dcar Blake
I heartily rejoicc in your happiness & I wish you cvery increasc of it for
which thanks are due to Divine Providence — The Rev! Joseph Thomas of
Epsom desires you will at your leisure, make 2 few sketches of the same size,
which may be any size you please from Milton's Conmus for Five Guincas, he
also desired you will make two designs in bister or Indian Ink, from Shake-
spcarc’s ‘Troylus & Cressida, Coriolanus, cither of the 3 plays of Henry 6%
Richard the 3¢ or Henry the 8% each design for one play for which he will
give & Guinea cach, the dimensions as follow the paper. an upright square of
12 Inches & half by 8 Inches, within this Spacc Jeaving a moderate margin, the
principal figurc not cxceeding 6 Inches high — both M# Flaxman & myself
should delight in seeing & partaking your cottage delights, but I am bound to
my sculpturc & cannot make my rocks travel with me — however we arc
happy that you are happy, & arc pleased with the reciprocal affection of the
Bards, with Iindest wishes to M= I & yourself, I also remain
Your affectionate
J. Flaxman

*“Flaxman and Klopstock: A New Lerrer,” XIX: 1, 7192,

*1 am again grateful to the Folger Shakespeare Library for permission to quote
this material from Ms, y.c. 038.

*The Letters of Williasn Blake, edited by Geoffrey Keynes, Cambridge, Har-
vard University Press, 1968. This leteer would belong between Blake’s lctter to
Thomas Butts, dated 10 May 1801 (p. s0) and another letter from Blake to Butes
dated 11 Scprember 1801 (pp. 51-52).
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Of the fate of the “cottage delights” and “the reciprocal affection
of the Bards™ at Felpham we are all aware, although at this time Hayley
was still able to speak of “the good cnthusiastic Blake” ? to the artist
George Romney.
for letrer it truly is, although it was presented as a postscript — lics in
its reference to Joseph Thomas and his patronage of Blake. Mr. Leslic
Parris, the first madern scholar to gather all of the known facts about
Thomas and Blake,® has described him “as one of Blake’s more con-
siderable patrons” without baving known of this letter. Ta be sure,
Mr., Parris docs not omit 2 quotation from Blake’s letter to Flaxman
(who had originally introduced Thomas to Blake) of 19 October
1801: “M* Thomas, your friend to whom you was so kind as to make
honourable mention of me, has been at Felpham & did me the favor to
call on me. I have promis’d him to send my designs for Comus when
I have done them, directed to you.” ® Bur the virtue of the letter I
have quoted lies in the fact that it reveals beyond a doubt that Thomas
tock the initiative in suggesting subjects to Blake which he deemed
would be sympathcetic o the artist, and to which the artist addressed
himsclf virtually as soon as the commission was given.

* This quotation is from a group of three letters written by William Hayley to
George Romncy, dated respeceively 21 April, 7 May, and 10 May 1801, which were
sold as lot 466 Ly Sotheby’s vn 20 July 1971, The lewers seem 10 emphasize Blake’s
extremcly traceable disposition av that rime; Hayley boasted that he taught Blake,
“swith the aid of Meyer’s and your portraits to paint miniature with considerable
suceess,”

““William Blake's Mr. Thomas,” The Times Literary Supplemrent, § December
1968, p. 1390, Mr. Parris jngeniously discovered new evidence for Thomas's wide
patronage of Blake (he owned, among nthers, at least twenty-six watercolars,
Songs of Innocence and of Experience, the edition of Blair’s Grave with Blake’s
designs, and the sets of the Paradise Lost and Coruats 1llustrations now in the Hune-
ington Library) in William Michael Rosserti’'s annotated copy of the 1863 edition
of Gilchrist’s biography of Blake, now at the Houghton Library, Harvard Univer-
sity. [lowever, Ar, Parris has missed the supportive reference to Thomas’ activi-
tics in a short note by Robert Hunt in The Examnizer for 31 July 1808, in which
Thomas is presented as “‘a gentleman known not only for taste bur liberality,— not
merely amateur in art, but as a patron and friend to living Artists” (p. 492)

“Blake, Letters, p. 53.
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