


In 1805 the engraver-turned-publisher Robert Cromek paid Blake one guinea each for      
 twenty watercolour designs for his proposed edition of The Grave with the under-

standing that Blake would receive a further ten guineas each for engraving them. Instead, 
Blake’s trial engraving was rejected and, to add insult to injury, his ‘inventions’ were 
assigned for engraving to Louis Schiavonetti, the fashionable engraver of the day. His 
highly skilled but conventional renderings of twelve of the designs were, for almost 200 

years, the only substantial record of Blake’s contribution to the project. 	 		
	 In 1836 the original watercolour designs passed through an Edinburgh sale room 
where they fetched far less even than Cromek had paid for them. Thereafter, they completely 
disappeared and were thought lost. In fact, 19 of the original 20 drawings were preserved 
intact in a handsome leather portfolio, custom-made to contain them and lettered simply 
designs for blair’s grave.	
	 In 2001 the portfolio and its contents came to light in a Glasgow bookshop from 
where they were bought by another bookseller for a sum ludicrously below their true value. 
Once the find was made public it was evident that the drawings were the ‘lost’ watercolour 
designs and thus an unprecedented and major addition to the Blake canon. After an unedi-
fying dispute over ownership the portfolio and its contents were again sold, privately, for a 
more realistic price. They were then offered as an entity to institutions and collectors at a 
price which, as it turned out, none could afford, or at least, was prepared to pay. Eventually, in 
the face of much protest, the portfolio and the 19 designs were offered for sale in 20 separate 
lots at Sotheby’s, New York, in 2006. The drawings are now widely dispersed and it is most 
unlikely that they will ever again be seen together.	
	 To make some amends for this misfortune the William Blake Trust has re-created the 
portfolio and its contents in an edition of 36 copies. The portfolio itself is closely replicated in 
maroon-coloured calf and contains the 19 watercolours reproduced in facsimile and mounted, 
as were the originals, within ruled framing lines on heavy beige paper. The portfolio is pre-
sented in a double slipcase together with a copy of William Blake’s Watercolour Inventions 
in illustration of The Grave by Robert Blair, quarter-bound in matching leather and num- 
bered i–xxxvi.

	 The book only, bound in black moiré silk, in slipcase, is available in an edition limited 
to 150 numbered copies. High-quality reproductions of the ‘lost’ drawings made from digital 
photographs taken while the series was still intact and the inclusion of the remaining, long-
separated, watercolour design brings together all twenty of Blake’s original ‘inventions’. The 
designs are accompanied by definitive essays on the history of the Grave project and extensively 
illustrated commentaries on the individual plates by Martin Butlin, who has also edited the 
volume. An essay by Morton D. Paley resurrects Blair’s now scarcely read poem and places it 
in its literary context. Blake’s rejected engraving is reproduced from the only surviving proof, 
and Schiavonetti’s engravings are are finely reproduced together with the text of The Grave as 
printed in Cromek’s edition of 1808. Thus, a venture of great significance in Blake’s life and 
work can now be fully appreciated and the variety and invention of his Grave illustrations expe-
rienced in a way that their dispersal has made otherwise impossible. 



specifications and order details

I. William Blake’s Watercolour Inventions in illustration of The Grave by Robert Blair, ed. Martin 
Butlin. The William Blake Trust, 2009

Folio (37.3 × 27 cm), 96 pp. Bound in black moiré silk, square-backed, black leather labels blocked in 
gold on spine and front board, coloured end papers; in cloth-covered slipcase.

Contents:   Morton D. Paley, William Blake and Robert Blair’s ‘The Grave’.	        
                   Martin Butlin, The History of Blake’s Illustrations to ‘The Grave’ and The Newly Discovered Water-	
	     colours.      

      Blake’s twenty watercolour designs, with Catalogue and illustrated Commentaries by Martin Butlin.	         
                    Robert Blair’s The Grave, from Cromek’s edition 1808.	         
                    Schiavonetti’s engravings of twelve of Blake’s designs, from the 1808 edition.	         
                    Blake’s rejected engraving of ‘Death’s Door’.

Printed throughout in black and white and colour on 200 gsm archival, acid-free paper.

Edition limited to 150 numbered copies.

£295 * (plus £15 * delivery and insurance) †

II.  William Blake’s Watercolour Inventions in illustration of The Grave by Robert Blair, ed. Martin 
Butlin. The William Blake Trust, 2009

As above, but quarter-bound in maroon calf over black moiré silk boards, spine blocked in gold, front 
label in matching leather blocked in gold; top edge gilt.

With
portfolio (35.0 × 28.0 × 2.8 cm) in maroon calf, with tongue-and-strap closure blocked in gold, flap 
blind embossed with double rule border, lined in red; all in close replication of the portfolio made 
sometime after 1822 to contain:
19 (of 20) watercolour inventions by Blake in illustration of Blair’s The Grave, mounted on thick beige 
paper within ruled and tinted borders and trimmed to 33.3 × 26.7 cm; here reproduced in facsimile.

36 copies of the Portfolio, Plates and Book in cloth-covered double slipcase, numbered i‒xxxvi, will be 
made individually against subscriptions.

£2500 * (includes delivery and insurance) †

* Payment in currencies other than sterling will be at the rate of exchange prevailing at the time of receipt of the order.

† Shipped by air/courier from UK 
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