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‘It hath been thought a vast Commendation of a Painter, to say that his Figures seem to breathe; but surely, it is a much greater and nobler Applause, that they appear to think.’


    Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews




   





‘And what is the use of a book,’ thought Alice, ‘without pictures or conversations?’


    Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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Foreword


Double Vision





Books are often put into our hands before we can read, but we pretend we can, copying the way grown-ups look steadily at the page, and ‘reading’ the pictures. But this is a different kind of reading. A picture gives us all the information at once, which should mean that we grasp the content faster. But this isn’t quite true. A picture captures a moment and holds it: its perpetual present is at odds with the flow of narrative or orderly description. We see the whole but then look at the parts, putting them together in a different way. When children pore over a scene, they spot new details and ask new questions. What is the giant wearing? Who is that behind him on the stairs? Where does that gate lead to?


Who knows which came first – the forming of sounds into languages, with their infinite range of meaning, allusion, rhythm and stress, or the mazes traced on the soil, the statues and idols, the animals on cave walls? Later, words and images came together in ideographs, the picture shorthand of items on merchants’ trading books, military instructions, the attributes of deities and kings. Later still, these formed the alphabets of written cultures. And when people sat around a storyteller or listened to ballads, surely the words conjured pictures, of seas and boats, battles and blood. The singer of a ballad like ‘The Twa Sisters of Binnorie’, for example – found in different versions across Northern Europe – wants us to see, as well as to hear, the moment when the dead woman unmasks her foe:






Then by there came a harper fine


Such as harp to nobles when they dine.


He’s ta’en three strands of her yellow hair


And with them strung his harp so rare.







He’s gone him to her father’s hall


And played the harp before them all.


O, then the harp began to sing,


And it’s ‘farewell, sweetheart’, sang the string.







And syne the harp spake loud and clear,


‘Farewell my father and mother dear!’


And then as plain as plain could be:


‘There sits my sister who drowned me.’








The song points a finger, asks the whole court to turn and stare. But if words convey pictures, the opposite is also true. We need language to decipher what we see. Go round an art gallery, look at grand ‘history paintings’, and try to work out what is going on in the pictures without looking at the labels. Once you read the description, the content may become clear, but only if you know the myth, the battle, the royal marriage that the artist is depicting. And content is only one aspect of visual art – just as illustration is only one of many complex relationships between artists and writers, images and words.


Illustration, however, is where I begin and end this book. The oldest illustrated texts in the West, from as early as 1370 BC, are copies of the Egyptian Book of the Dead, buried with the deceased so that the spells and rituals could help the soul’s path. But scrolls from around the same time also show satirical and ribald drawings – anger and desire prompted pictures just as readily as faith and death. Pictures could pronounce power, like the portraits of emperors adorning coins across the Roman empire. And surviving early manuscripts bear witness, too, to their vital role in identification, like the sixth-century copy of Dioscorides’ herbal, now in Vienna, which has drawings of herbs and plants, and even coral rising from the sea. Pictures and diagrams have remained an essential accompaniment to technical description: in the words of Leonardo da Vinci, ‘The more minutely you describe the more you will confine the mind of the reader, and the more you will keep him from the thing described. And so it is necessary to draw and to describe.’


Images accompanied early biblical texts across Christendom, from the jewelled Byzantine manuscripts to the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Book of Kells, where pagan Celtic patterns swirl around sacred words. Such adornment could be a testament of faith, an act of glorification, or a simple teaching device. The fourteenth-century Holkham Bible Picture-Book in the British Library was commissioned by a Dominican friar, probably for the travelling friars to show people as they preached, and its illustrations are dramatic and lively – a book designed for a purpose (experts also suggest that this manuscript may have served, among other things, as a pattern book for embroidery). Artists embellished manuscripts in such detail, often at a complete tangent to the text, that we often turn to them for pictures of contemporary life and seasonal activities, like the oxen ploughing in the fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter above. With the arrival of printing, woodblocks could be set into the page as it was printed, reaching their height in the designs of Holbein and Dürer in Northern Europe, and in the elaborate Renaissance engravings of Italy. By the end of the sixteenth century, however, these were largely replaced by copper-engravings, which allowed for much finer work. Two centuries later, steel engraving and lithography arrived, and soon other new technologies would replace these in their turn. The medium is always changing.
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The roads stretch through time from illuminated manuscripts to graphic novels and comic strips, from medieval frescoes to photographs, from herbals and bestiaries to newspapers and banknotes, movies and digital images. There are constant surprises. We meet artists we might not expect to find in the realm of book illustration: Botticelli, Rubens, Poussin, Rembrandt, Turner and Delacroix. In the small patch of British literature alone, avenues stretch out and intersect. One could follow Shakespearean scenes, from Hogarth’s Falstaff Examining His Recruits, to the Boydell Shakespeare Gallery and Millais’s Ophelia; or examine the literary paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites, and the works of Rossetti and Morris; or question the ‘Englishness’ of twentieth-century artists and engravers like Paul Nash, John Piper, Gwen Raverat or Eric Ravilious. Or one could toss ‘high art’ aside to look at the pictures in ‘Penny Dreadfuls’ and Victorian magazines, or cartoons from Rowlandson and Gillray to Martin Rowson and Steve Bell. Or, or …


Artists and cartoonists, good and bad, can alter our perceptions. Some illustrators respond so strongly that they create a new, parallel work, like Mervyn Peake’s haunting The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. And an artist can literally rip up a book and make it his own, as Tom Phillips did when he found an old copy of a Victorian novel, W. H. Mallock’s A Human Document, and began blocking out passages, leaving odd sentences or words and surrounding them with ink, watercolour and collage. This became A Humument, printed as a separate work in 1970, yet endlessly revisited, evolving until that edition itself will eventually be replaced.
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Mervyn Peake, ‘The Albatross’, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, 1943








I cannot help putting my thoughts into words and pictures simultaneously: reading, dreaming, writing, imply vision, in all senses. I find abstract argument hard, because I cannot see it. Yet words alone convey vivid sense-impressions to people without sight – space, texture, smell, sound – so what, in that sense, is a ‘picture’ in words? Stephen Dedalus asks this in Ulysses, as he walks the beach, pondering the ‘ineluctable modality of the visible’, the way the sighted think through their eyes:






Signatures of all things I am here to read, seaspawn and seawrack, the nearing tide, that rusty boot. Snotgreen, bluesilver, rust: coloured signs … Shut your eyes and see. 


Stephen closed his eyes to hear his boots crush crackling wrack and shells. You are walking through it howsomever. I am, a stride at a time. A very short space of time through very short times of space. Five, six: the nacheinander. Exactly: and that is the ineluctable modality of the audible. Open your eyes. No. Jesus! If I fell over a cliff that beetles o’er his base, fell through the nebeneinander ineluctably. I am getting on nicely in the dark. My ash sword hangs at my side. Tap with it: they do … Am I walking into eternity along Sandymount strand? Crush, crack, crick, crick.








The territory of word signs, sight signs, sound signs is a great, rich landscape with cloudy theoretical distances. I am just straying across the border. But my excursions feel like adventures. They have opened new subjects to me, and made me think of ones I am familiar with, like Hogarth and Bewick, in an entirely new light.


This short book looks at different kinds of connections between artists and writers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It begins with artists responding to a text, comparing the early illustrations to Milton’s Paradise Lost and Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, almost contemporaneous yet profoundly different in form and address. In the case of Hogarth and Fielding, artist and writer work side by side, borrowing words from the other’s craft to define their innovative ventures – the novelist compares himself to ‘a comic History-Painter’, the artist calls himself a dramatist. Such stealing of terms is common. So what did Wordsworth mean when he called the wood-engraver Thomas Bewick ‘The Poet of the Tyne’? Here writer and artist seem poles apart, yet prove closer than we think (and than Wordsworth imagined).


Finally, the book circles back to a fourth kind of connection, when writer and artist work together from the start, and hints at the tensions beneath ‘perfect’ collaborations. The topics are all different, yet they overlap. They suggest a dynamic between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, authority and irreverence, which does, I think, create a peculiarly British tradition, a popular art that makes its own rules. 
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Milton, Bunyan and the Artists



Epic and Chapbook
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Two frontispieces – the Latinate copperplate of Joannis Miltoni, engraved by William Faithorne for the History of Britain in 1670, and the rough woodcut of plain John Bunyan – tell us almost all we need to know. If there was a class structure in literature in late seventeenth-century Britain, Milton was at the top and Bunyan at the bottom. Both have the same simple garb and straggly hair, but we can see straight away that they write in contrasting modes, for quite separate audiences.


Although they were published roughly ten years apart – Paradise Lost in 1667 and The Pilgrim’s Progress in 1678 – these two great works of the English religious imagination, so totally different, both belong to the 1660s. Milton was then in his late fifties. Educated at St Paul’s School and Cambridge, he was admired as a poet on the Continent, but in Britain his fame, or notoriety, rested chiefly on his polemical prose and his work for Cromwell. At the Restoration he was in hiding in London: his books were burned and he was later arrested and imprisoned. By now he was also completely blind, yet his narrator sings on ‘with mortal voice’,









                                                   unchanged


To hoarse or mute, though fall’n on evil dayes,


On evil dayes though fall’n, and evil tongues;


In darkness, and with dangers compast round,


And solitude.








When Milton dictated these lines, John Bunyan was also suffering. A tinker’s son from yeoman stock, and briefly a conscript in Cromwell’s New Model Army, Bunyan was a wild youth by his own account, who underwent a painful conversion and, after years of doubt and anxiety, became the leader of the Baptist congregation in Bedford. In 1660, aged thirty-two, Bunyan was arrested under an old Act against sectarian preaching and lingered in gaol for twelve years because he refused to promise not to preach. His spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding, appeared in 1666, and it is generally agreed that he wrote most of the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress before his release in 1672, finishing it during a second spell in prison in 1677.


Both works are intensely visual as well as visionary – Milton painting the soaring visions of hell, heaven and Eden in his blindness, Bunyan imagining Christian’s hard journey to the Celestial City in his dark prison cell. In Victorian days these books would sit side by side on the family bookshelf as revered classics but the early illustrations show that they followed quite different paths before they reached that point. In both cases the images speak their own pictorial language, expressing their inheritance and creating a distinctive lineage. The visual traditions  echo the verbal: while Milton looks back to Virgil, blending images from Ovid and classical mythology with biblical narrative, the forebears of Bunyan’s allegory are the medieval visions of Piers Plowman, sermon exempla, emblems and folk tales.


Editions of Milton’s work were often funded by wealthy subscribers, while Bunyan sold for shillings in the bookshops and pence in the pedlars’ packs. The fine Milton volumes appeared in large folio or quarto size (the printers’ large sheet folded in four) while Bunyan was published in octavo (folded in eight) and the cheaper editions in duodecimo (folded in twelve). Several critics have studied illustrations of Milton’s work, and I follow their lead gratefully, but virtually nothing has been written on Bunyan, except in relation to Blake. This in itself reflects the critical value we place on different genres and forms of publishing.




*





Paradise Lost sold slowly in the years before Milton’s death in 1674. Its wider reputation, it is said, stemmed from the third edition of 1688, published by Jacob Tonson and Richard Bentley. Tonson had established his business in Chancery Lane ten years earlier with the specific aim of publishing illustrated editions of major English writers. He snapped up the copyright of Paradise Lost when no one else seemed interested, and his illustrated folio edition was impeccably timed, appearing in the year of the Glorious Revolution, his patrons and subscribers including several influential Whigs. The production of the volume announced the importance of this ‘English epic’. There were twelve designs, one for each book, several by the Brussels-born artist John Baptist de Medina, three signed by Henry Aldrich and one by Bernard Lens; most were engraved by Michael Burgesse.


All the artists turned for inspiration to existing biblical illustrations or classical scenes, even for the early books, which are all Milton’s invention. Thus the illustration for Book I (which set the style of Roman military garb for Satan), shows him defiant:






                                           on the Beach


Of that inflam’d Sea, he stood and call’d


His Legions, Angel Forms, who lay intrans’t


Thick as Autumnal Leaves that strow the Brooks


In Vallombrosa, where th’Etrurian shades


High overarch’t imbowr.








The artist may have noted Milton’s beautiful, classical-rural image – his Satan does indeed look as if he is sweeping up leaves – but if he also appears to be rowing, or punting, this is no surprise. As the critic Mary Ravenhall pointed out, the figure of Satan challenging his troops – ‘Awake, arise, or be for ever fall’n’ – is actually based on a 1560 engraving by van Heemskerck of Charon rowing souls across the Styx. Similarly, Aldrich’s illustration of the expulsion from Eden in Book XII was based on Raphael’s adaptation of a Masaccio fresco, showing Adam and Eve full of despair, whereas Milton’s Raphael consoles them with the promise of redemption and bliss in Paradise. They leave with a promise of hope:
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‘Satan rousing his legions’, Paradise Lost, 1688
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‘The expulsion from Eden’, 1688


















Some natural tears they drop’d, but wip’d them soon;


The World was all before them, where to choose


Thir place of rest, and Providence thir guide:


They hand in hand with wandering steps and slow


Through Eden took thir solitarie way.








Any misreadings by the artists went unnoticed. It was a fine production, worthy of a national muse. Tonson had cornered the Milton market and just before he retired he planned another lavish edition. The two new volumes of Milton’s Poetical Works were published by his nephew, Jacob II, in 1720, in a fine folio format. The first volume contained Paradise Lost, decorated with energetic but heavy baroque designs by Louis Cheron and Sir James Thornhill, engraved by Gerard van der Gucht, which scrolled across the opening to each book like classical bas-reliefs. Cheron had been invited to produce designs for St Paul’s, while Thornhill had decorated the great ceiling at the Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich. Their Milton was undeniably impressive, but it lacked warmth, except in a charming vignette of the blind poet instructing his angelic muse:






Of Man’s First Disobedience, and the Fruit


Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal tast


Brought Death into the World, and all our woe,


With loss of Eden, till one greater Man


Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat


Sing Heav’nly Muse …








Thirty years later, the next illustrator changed the tone radically. In 1749 Jacob Tonson III gave the commission to Francis Hayman, a fine portraitist and close friend of William Hogarth, who had begun as a theatrical scene painter and had provided many of the lively scenes that decorated the supper boxes at the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. His rococo, theatrical designs, engraved by Grignion and Ravenet (the French engravers of Hogarth’s Marriage à la Mode seven years earlier), brought the protagonists into the foreground. Hayman’s rebel angels still had a baroque, even mannerist grandeur, but his Satan was now less of a demon than a tragic figure, whose angelic strength and beauty, as Milton described, are spoiled by rage, envy, malice and despair. By contrast, Hayman’s Adam and Eve inhabit a domestic, pastoral Eden. With their dog at their feet – and the lion and the lamb and the unicorn playing happily in the corner – they could be frolicking naked in a country park.




*





One unusual drawing in the British Museum treats The Pilgrim’s Progress in a similarly rococo style – a sketch for a frontispiece by William Kent, showing Christian toiling uphill towards a Celestial City that looks like Burlington House embellished with Italianate towers. Kent, with his Catholic friends, his passion for Italy, Palladian architecture and classical themes, seems an unlikely Bunyan reader, but he drew many illustrations for books, including Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, Pope’s Odyssey and Gay’s Fables and Poems, and often worked for Jacob Tonson and his rival Bernard Lintot, so perhaps this was a plan for a fine Bunyan edition that was never realised.
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Francis Hayman, ‘Satan spying on Adam and Eve’, engraved by Charles Grignion, 1749











The sketch remains an oddity because the illustrative history of The Pilgrim’s Progress took a different route altogether. Milton’s epic is, in a supreme manner, external, supranatural, telling the great myth of the war in heaven, the Creation, the Fall of Man and the promise of redemption by the Son. At it unrolls in thrilling, sonorous verse, the narrator himself is our interpreter, singing through his muse. Bunyan’s dreamer, by contrast, merely presents the riddle, the allegory that we must interpret, and he – like Christian – is often puzzled, entering the story to ask questions (and allowing Bunyan even more freedom to ‘interpret’ for our benefit).
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Robert White, frontispiece to The Pilgrim’s Progress, 1679











The Pilgrim’s Progress was an instant success when Nathaniel Ponder – known ever after as ‘Bunyan Ponder’ – published it from his shop near Cornhill in 1678. Written in down-to-earth, often comic prose, as opposed to Milton’s ‘difficult’ poetry (though many of Milton’s lines have a simple eloquence), it was reprinted almost immediately, and sold over a hundred thousand copies before Paradise Lost reached four thousand. The first edition had no illustrations, but in the following year, for the third edition, Ponder included the famous portrait frontispiece, engraved by Robert White, illustrating Bunyan’s evocative, alliterative opening:




As I walk’d through the wilderness of this world, I lighted on a certain place, where there was a Denn; And I laid me down in the place to sleep: And as I slept I dreamed a Dream. I dreamed, and behold I saw a man cloathed with Raggs, standing in a certain place with his face from his own House, a Book in his hand, and a great burden upon his back. I looked, and saw him open the Book, and Read therein, and as he Read, he wept and trembled, and not being able longer to contain, he brake out in a lamentable cry; saying, what shall I do?








White’s illustration is a brilliant, understated imagining of the process of dreaming, even to the wrinkle between the sleeper’s eyebrows, as the imagination floats between visions above and terrors below, where the lion looks out from his cave.


Although The Pilgrim’s Progress is a quest for assurance of salvation, its tone is not supernatural but of the earth, earthly. Christian is fallen man, and although told that he is one of the elect, he still faces terrors: he has to know his state of grace internally. The allegory mirrors the trials, agonies and bursts of hope that Bunyan himself had described in Grace Abounding. The stories, places, people Christian meets, represent states of mind that he must pass through before he can reach his goal. The road winds uphill all the way.
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