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INTRODUCTION 
 
This catalogue features wood and copper engravings by the British artist and 
poet David Jones (1895-1974). It is a revised and expanded digitization of a 
physical exhibition that took place in 2012, and is intended to provide greater 
public access to a wide selection of Jones’s book illustrations, as well as some 
contexts that may aid the viewing experience. It is aimed at a general 
audience, but there are enough unique and obscure items that should satisfy 
those already familiar with Jones’s work.  

The main focus of the catalogue is on four major illustrative 
sequences: A Child’s Rosary Book (1924) as reprinted in A Rosary Calendar 
(1931), The Book of Jonah (1926), The Chester Play of the Deluge (1927) and The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1929). A number of other book illustrations,  
stand-alone  prints  and  preparatory  drawings  are  also  included  to  show  
Jones’s development and range as a graphic artist.    

By the time he began making prints in 1921 Jones had taken seven 
years of formal art training and had fought in World War I. Jones’s period of 
printmaking was one of new beginnings: taking on a new artistic medium, 
embracing a new faith (Catholicism), and becoming part of an experimental 
artists’ commune at Ditchling. The Ditchling commune was headed by the 
artist/craftsman Eric Gill and Hilary Pepler, both of whom embraced a moral 
imperative derived from an anti-industrial arts-and-crafts mentality combined 
with the community’s Catholic faith. Ironically the religious and social 
didacticism evidenced in much of the work of the Ditchling community did 
not always equate to other areas of personal morality, as is well documented 
in the case of Eric Gill. Gill was an important friend and artistic mentor to 
Jones, but it seems Jones was ignorant of Gill’s sexual proclivities. Critics have 
fairly castigated Gill’s hypocrisy, and yet the charge of hypocrisy has not been 
leveled at Jones. What is important here is that Gill (and others in the 
Ditchling community) gave Jones new skills and a direction. Those same skills 
would help to reinvigorate the things he had learned as an art student, 
allowing him to develop into an artist capable of realizing an individualistic 
vision.  

Jones often provided wood engravings for publications from the St. 
Dominic’s Press, run by Hilary Peplar.  The books, pamphlets, and broadsides 
produced by the St. Dominic’s Press tended to be simple and at times a tad 
crudely made.  This sort of hand printing for popular consumption was very 
different from the high-end private press work that sought to create  

 
 
expensive, luxury books for a wealthy clientele. The private press movement 
in England had started with William Morris’s Kelmscott Press in the 1890s, 
and other private presses (such as Doves Press and Ashendene Press) 
modeled their endeavors after Morris’s desire to create perfectly printed and 
designed books. A hallmark of private press books was the handmade quality: 
the special papers used were handmade, the type was set and printed by 
hand, the illustrations were hand-engraved on wood blocks, and the books 
were bound by hand. The illustration medium of choice for many of these 
private press books was wood engraving. Wood engraving was a common 
medium used to print book and newspaper illustrations prior to the machine 
age. Skilled craftsmen were trained to engrave the blocks, and it was 
considered part of the book manufacturing process. By the end of the 19th 
century, however, technology existed that made cutting wood blocks by hand 
an obsolete skill.  The revival of finely made wood engravings in the first third 
of the 20th century in England was in part due to the popularity of private 
press books. Wood engravings were now seen as eschewing machine-made 
illustrations in favor of ones created by an artist’s hands. This philosophy fit in 
perfectly with the mindset of the Ditchling community. Jones benefitted from 
Gill’s relationships with other private presses that produced much finer 
books than the St. Dominic’s Press. Chief among these for Jones was the 
Golden Cockerel Press that commissioned him to illustrate three major 
books: Gulliver’s Travels (1925), The Book of Jonah (1927), and The Chester Play 
of the Deluge (1927). The Deluge and Gill’s Four Gospels (1931) are considered 
by some critics to be the finest books produced by the press.     

The narrative sequences shown in this catalogue all, to some extent 
or other, have at their base Jones’s Christian worldview, and specifically the 
theme of transformative redemption. A student of “modernism” might be 
surprised at Jones’s pervasive use of Christian imagery and theology in the 
works included here. Indeed, even the pieces that do not seem to contain 
many overt Christian references usually do yield them, and once spied they 
can be hard to un-see. There are Jones scholars who appreciate his 
spirituality, and who feel that his work – despite its evident quality – has been 
somewhat neglected due to the current popular distaste for things that seem 
“religious.” Others have questioned whether or not “modernism” and 
“Christianity” might be contradictory terms. A conference held at Oxford in 
2014 addressed this matter with the apt title: “David Jones: Christian 
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Modernist?” Yes, David Jones was both a Christian (a Catholic in particular) 
and a modernist poet/ artist. Jones did not, however, believe that there was 
such a thing as a "Catholic artist," and explained why this was so.  He always 
focused on the problems an artist faces trying to make a work of art, which in 
his case involved using cultural material that happened, "by accident," to be 
his, including his Catholic faith. Another artist would use different material, 
but the questions of “form” would be the same. Saying this, Jones's 
understanding of his faith helped him to find a structure that solved some of 
these formal issues. Not all of his artworks are great, and the ones that seem 
to force Christian symbolism into the composition can be good cautionary 
devices that show how even a talented artist may have the aesthetic validity 
of artworks compromised. When Jones fully integrates his best skills as an 
artist and the fullest understanding of how the Catholic Mass orders the 
things in his orbit, the artworks and poems can be in the Thomist sense 
“radiant.” A person encountering these works might sense this radiance 
without knowing or understanding the difficult synthesis of religious faith and 
modernist aesthetics that allowed them to come into being. 

It is worth summarizing how Jones came to understand the 
relationship between his vocation as an artist and his life as a Catholic, and 
how his holistic aesthetic theory resulted. After Jones had a profound 
religious experience during WWI, he found himself interested in converting 
to Catholicism from his Church of England roots. The Ditchling community 
was appealing since it was both a place to make art and a place to be among 
fellow believers (many of whom had also converted). To Jones, his academic 
training as an artist – something that was part of his life prior to becoming a 
Catholic – seemed in many ways to be separate and possibly counter to his 
new life as a devoted religious person. Early in Jones’s tenure at Ditchling 
many conversations centered around a translation of a book by Jacques 
Maritain titled The Philosophy of Art that had been published by the St. 
Dominic’s Press. Jones always credited this work of Maritain’s as important to 
him and to other people at Ditchling for divulging a way to see art and faith 
combined into one thing. In short, Jones accepted the idea that God is a 
creator, a maker of things. Christ himself showed that he was an artificer 
when he instructed the disciples in the symbolic function of the Last Supper 
as an act of remembrance. The Catholic priest, in turn, also practices artifice 
when celebrating the Mass. Jones scholars have latched on to a famous 
statement he made that “the Mass makes sense of everything.”  This is true in 
that it is a universal tool for seeing the world, and it may have helped order 
the pile of cultural detritus in Jones’s own mind; in a more practical way, it 

provided a way to approach and shape art. Just as the priest follows the 
model of Christ in performing the ritual of the Mass (to “make this thing 
other”), so does the artist model this practice of creating artifice. The Mass 
reminds those participating of the sacrifice of Christ, and of the plan of 
salvation.  It makes sense for Jones to use his skills as a modern artist to in 
some way or other address the “waste land” of the modern world, pointing 
out its dilemmas and quandaries, while also suggesting that redemption is 
possible. Central to this is the idea of transubstantiation. When the priest 
celebrates the Mass, the bread and the wine are not merely symbols; through 
the ritual the bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ.  In other 
words, the artifice of the Mass brings about the actual presence of God.  If 
the artist also models this practice, then perhaps a similar sort of 
transubstantiation can take place – not merely remembering cultural material 
from the past, but making it present, having what Jones termed “a requisite 
nowness.”  
 Several years ago I made a flyer for a conference with the title 
“Culture & Artifice” that included the famous third illustration from the 

Chester Play of the Deluge series (Cat. 
no. 44). I thought that it represented 
the theme: the indifferent, mocking 
Antediluvian society looking on while 
the artifice of Noah’s Ark – the 
embodiment of a divine plan to save 
everything that is essential for the 
continuance of life on earth – is 
being built. I had a reply a short time 
later from Jones stalwart Tom 
Durham that I thought encapsulated 
the essence perfectly: “…can the ark 
be built in time to save all we 
thought we cherished? The waters of 
chaotic knowledge and indifference 
are rising to drown the past.”  This 

in many ways describes Jones’s concern and dilemma as a modernist artist 
with a Christian worldview. 

Jones is a modernist in terms of  his aesthetic, and in his use of 
modernist techniques to express his concern about the degradation of 20th 
century culture. To this end he uses his adopted Catholic faith as a lens 
through which to see the challenges, and perhaps the redemption, of modern 
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culture,  although  his  work  also  evinces  a healthy skepticism  (as does the  
work  of  fellow  modernists  like  Yeats,  Eliot and Pound)  questioning  the  
possibility of improvement. 

Jones’s root themes and his emergent individual style can be 
witnessed as he completes several of the narrative illustration sequences. The 
challenge he faced was of melding modern artistic aesthetics with sensitivity 
to the cultural resonances of the texts he illustrated. This resulted in a 
building-up of “extra-utile” meaning through his nuanced visual interpretation 
of literary texts. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, it is through 
Jones’s book illustrations of the 1920s that he develops the form that will 
allow his major poetic works – In Parenthesis and The Anathemata – to come 
to fruition. 

 
     –Bradford Haas, June 2016  
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Early Years as a Wood Engraver 
 

       
 
1. Desmond Chute (1895-1962). Nazareth 
a. Original drawing, 1920 
 
b. Signed proof wood engraving, 1920 
(Both works courtesy of Alan Tucker) 
 
Jones credited both Desmond Chute and Eric Gill as his instructors in the 
rudiments of wood engraving, and both men became his lifelong friends.  The 
two works by Chute show something of the process of wood engraving.  An 
engraver first creates a design, usually a drawing.  The drawing may be a 
sketch, or something more finished.   In this case Chute has made a finished 
drawing with a good amount of detail.  He has also signed and dated the piece 
lower right.  It is clear, however, that this was created as a design for a wood 
engraving.  The size in part gives that away, but beyond that we see the actual 
print along side it.  A close comparison will show how closely Chute followed 
the design, but also where he deviated from it.  For one thing, the original 
drawing has a faint outline of a heart in pencil on Christ’s chest.  Chute did  

 
 
not ink this detail when he finished the drawing, and it does not appear in the 
wood engraving. 

The black line style and pseudo-medieval mannerism are fairly typical 
of work produced for the religious publications of the St. Dominic’s Press run 
by Hilary Pepler at the Ditchling commune.  Indeed, one might be forgiven for 
thinking this print was the work of Eric Gill, who used the black line 
technique in many of his own wood engravings. 

When making a design for a wood engraving, it would be important 
to remember that a design engraved into a wood block will print backwards.  
In the case of the drawing and print by Chute, both the design and the final 
engraving are, somewhat surprisingly, facing the same way rather than being 
mirror images.   

In learning the skill of wood engraving Jones adopted many of the 
mannerisms of work  by Gill  and  his apprentices.  While these printmakers  
were  competent  in the craft, and Gill himself  a  supreme  technician,  Jones
emerged as a true artist rather than a craftsperson.  The stylistic influence of 
Gill  and  the  Ditchling  community  diminished  in  the mid  1920s  as  Jones  
developed his unique style. 
 

   
Fig. 1. Eric Gill engraving a wood block 
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2. The Bear 
Proof wood engraving, 1921 (E2) 
(private collection) 
 
“The Bear” is the first print by David Jones in Douglas Cleverdon’s 1981 
catalogue of Jones’s graphic work, and as such represents the beginning of his 
career as a wood engraver.  Jones uses a simple white line technique, but the 
graceful line he achieves in this design shows the skills that he brought with 
him to the craft.  A few proof impressions were taken from the block, and 
within a year he had carved the wood printing block into a small sculpture 
(Fig. 2).  It is interesting to note the absence of religious iconography in this 
early print.  Animals were one of Jones’s favorite subjects, as evidenced by 
drawings he made as a young boy, including one of a dancing bear (Fig. 3).  
This drawing, one of Jones’s earliest surviving works, was said by him to be 
one of his favorites.  How appropriate, then, that the earliest surviving wood 
engraving by Jones also happens to feature a bear. 
 
 
 
 

   
Fig. 2 
 

  
Fig. 3 
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3. March  
Original Wood Block, 1923 
(courtesy of Katharine House Gallery) 
 
4. March 
Wood engraving from Pertinent and Impertinent (E29) 
St. Dominic’s Press, 1924 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Wood engravings are called such since an artisan must use an engraving tool 
to cut into the end grain of a specially prepared block, usually made of 
boxwood. Boxwood is extremely dense and has a fine grain. The surface of 
the block is silky smooth, and allows for the slightest of details to be reflected 
in the composition. The block displayed here is one engraved by Jones in 
1923 for a design called “March,” an outdoor scene lacking the usual religious 
imagery of St. Dominic’s Press publications. It was, nonetheless, used in 
several books from the press including Pertinent and Impertinent (1924) and A 
Countryman’s Calendar (1927).  The landscape design is far more modernist 
than the pseudo-medieval works generally  made  at  the  time,  and is similar 
in feel to the work of other contemporary British artists such as Paul Nash. 
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A Rosary Calendar 
St. Dominic’s Press, 1930 
(courtesy of Katharine House Gallery) 
 
1924 was a break-out year for Jones during which three books were 
published entirely illustrated with his work.  The first of these was A Child’s 
Rosary Book published by the St. Dominic’s Press. For this Jones created a 
series of blocks illustrating the key moments in the life of Christ using the 
pseudo-medieval style that he had developed over the past few years at 
Ditchling.  As was quite common for the St. Dominic’s Press, the blocks were 
re-used several years later to illustrate A Rosary Calendar (1930). This calendar 
is typical of St. Dominic’s publications in that it has a rather charming, crude 
production quality. The printing of the blocks is uneven (some are rich, dark 
impressions while others are light), and the paper used is not particularly fine 
for what was intended to be a utilitarian object discarded like any other 
annual calendar.  The pages were perforated at the top so that pages could 
easily be ripped off as the months passed. Notice that the last page of the 
calendar, for January 1932, is somewhat tanned compared with the other 
sheets.  The stiff backing of the calendar was made from acidic cardboard, and 
years of being in contact with that cardboard have turned the final page tan.  
The whole production says much about the St. Dominic’s Press and its ideals: 
it did not always produce extremely expensive private press books; quite 
often its offerings were humble, but honest in that they were achieved 
through handiwork by craftsmen. Even a disposable calendar could be printed 
using original wood engravings.   

While most critics find these compositions overly stiff with doll-like 
figures, there is also a sense of rhythm and repetition to the individual pieces 
– and the sequence as a whole – that give these small engravings more 
import. The level of medieval stylization of the prints can be seen in the 
similarities they share with the early Christian carved book cover (Fig. 5), and 
in contrasting Jones’s pre-Ditchling study for a painting of the crucifixion (Fig. 
4) and “The Crucifixion” from the Rosary series. Note also the small, 
crowded central building in the illustration for November (“The Descent of 
of the Holy Ghost”) and compare this to the similar structure at the center 
of the first illustration for the The Chester Play of the Deluge (Cat. no. 42) 

For all its faults, this is an important series of illustrations in Jones’s 
development. In it, for the first time, he has created a sustained narrative 
sequence with compositional resonances between the designs. Thematically  

 
 
 
 
it is also paramount, as it represents the great comedic trajectory of the story 
of Christ from god, to human being, to death, to eventual triumph over death 
and redemption of the world. While still rough in artistic form here, this 
classic mythological journey of transformation will inform Jones’s subsequent 
works. 

 

 
5. Cover of A Rosary Calendar featuring the early wood engraving “The Most 
Holy Rosary” engraved in 1921 (E4) 
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             Fig. 4 
 
Fig. 5. Carved ivory book cover from Murano, Italy, 6th century C.E. 
(Scala/Art Resource, New York) 
 
This early book cover displays characteristic stylization of medieval Christian 
art. The scenes from the life of Christ are compartmentalized and organized 
peripherally around the central image of Christ enthroned in heaven. Human 
figures are lacking individual features, and are recognized more through 
symbolism. Note that the figure of Christ (designated by the cross he is 

holding) in each of the side panels is nearly identical in form and placement.  
Compare these characteristics with the illustrations to A Rosary Calendar and 
notice the similar rhythms that Jones builds into his images. Also note the 
reference to the story of Jonah in the bottom panel that is included in this 
book cover as an explicit reference to the story of Christ. This connection 
will be helpful when viewing the illustrations Jones engraved for The Book of 
Jonah further in this catalogue.  The composition of this book cover is also 
strikingly similar to the central/peripheral designs in several of the illustrations 
to The Chester Play of the Deluge (see the first and tenth illustrations of the 
Deluge in particular, Cat. nos. 42 & 51) 
 

 
              Fig. 5 
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         6. Title page for A Rosary Calendar with “The Anunciation” and  
         “The Visitation” (E49 & E50) 
 
 
 

 
 
       7. The Nativity (E51) 
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     8. The Presentation (E52) 
 
 

 
 
        9. The Finding in the Temple (E53) 
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      10. The Agony in the Garden (E54) 
 
 

 
 
        11. The Scourging at the Pillar (E55) 
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      12. The Crowning with Thorns (E56) 
 
 
 

 
 
        13. The Carrying of the Cross (E57) 
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      14. The Crucifixion (E58) 
 

 
 
        15. The Resurrection (E59) 
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       16. The Ascension (E60) 
 
 

 
 
      17. The Descent of the Holy Ghost (E61) 
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    18. The Assumption (E62) 
 

 
 
     19. The Coronation of the Blessed Virgin Mary (E63) 
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20. Libellus Lapidum 
Verses by Hilary Pepler 
Wood engravings by David Jones 
St. Dominic’s Press, 1924 
(private collection) 

In addition to illustrating A Child’s Rosary Book, Jones illustrated two other 
books in 1924 of lighter character: Libellus Lapidum, a book of satirical verse 
by Hilary Pepler, and The Town Child’s Alphabet (see Cat. no. 21).  The wood 
engravings for Libellus Lapidum are varied in subject and method, but many of 
them have a casualness and ease to them, as can be seen in the simple 
execution of the illustration for “Arthur J. Penty” (below). Evidently Pepler 
handed Jones a poem, and Jones would then engrave a block to illustrate the 
poem in a very short period of time.  The image on the front cover shows 
Pepler (holding a quill pen) and Jones (with a burin or cutting tool for 
engraving wood blocks) astride a bucking horse.     
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Line-Block Illustrations by David Jones 
 

 
 
21. The Town Child’s Alphabet 
Verses by Eleanor Farjeon 
With two-color line-block illustrations by David Jones 
The Poetry Bookshop, 1924 
(private collection) 

 
 
Not all illustrations by Jones during the 1920s were hand-produced wood 
engravings. Several publications included illustrations printed from line-blocks. 
While the line-block prints might be confused for color wood engravings, 
they are actually made mechanically. The Town Child’s Alphabet published by 
The Poetry Bookshop in 1924 was the first book to use line-blocks to 
reproduce Jones’s drawings. 
  The Poetry Bookshop was a hub of literary activity in London in the 
1920s, akin in some ways to Shakespeare & Co. in Paris during the same time 
period. It had its own publishing imprint, and released books, pamphlets, and 
broadsides of poetry, often illustrated by some of the best contemporary 
artists, including David Jones. The Town Child’s Alphabet is one of Jones’s most 
charming books, devoid of religious matter that dominated his early book 
illustrations.  For the book he produced twenty-six drawings plus a cover 
design, mostly printed in black and blue. The illustrations remain fresh and are 
excellent examples of Jones’s humor and artistic range. 
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22. Fleet Street 
Poem by Shane Leslie 
Color line-block illustrations by David Jones, 1926 
The Poetry Bookshop, 1927 
(private collection) 
 

 
Other commissions for line-block illustrations followed, including another for 
The Poetry Bookshop to go with a poem by Shane Leslie titled “Fleet Street” 
as part of the “New Broadside” series. For this apocalyptically toned poem by 
Leslie, Jones provided two appropriate illustrations: one of a newspaper boy 
shouting news of the chaos of the modern world, and a second illustration 
showing the feet of Christ emerging from the clouds.  In a catalogue for a 
1972 retrospective of Jones’s work, Jones remarked of the broadside, 
“Rather glad you salvaged that one.  For some odd reason I rather like it … I 
like the pierced foot coming down from the clouds of heaven.” (Word and 
Image IV 42) 
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23. The Winter Solstice 
Poem by Harold Monro 
With two line-block illustrations by David Jones 
Faber & Gwyer, 1928 
(private collection) 
 
 

Jones  also received commissions  from Faber  & Gwyer to  illustrate two 
pamphlets  in  the “Ariel  Poems” series:  “The Gum Trees”  by  Roy 
Campbell (not illustrated) and “The Winter Solstice” by  Harold Monro 
(owner of The Poetry Bookshop). A later iteration of this publishing house – 
Faber & Faber – would become the publisher of Jones’s poetry and prose. 
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Gulliver’s Travels 
The Golden Cockerel Press, 1925 
 

 
 

 
 
24. Gulliver Creeps Through the Gate 
a. Proof wood engraving, 1925 (E87) 
(courtesy Katharine House Gallery) 
 
b. Wood engraving with hand coloring as published in Gulliver’s Travels (E87) 
(private collection) 
 
Often overshadowed by later achievements, the illustrations to Gulliver’s 
Travels are nonetheless a milestone in Jones’s career. They mark a shift from 
the more didactic and rustic work he did for the St. Dominic’s Press and 
the  more  mature  work  he engraved for very high-caliber private presses, 
including The Golden Cockerel Press. Under the ownership of Robert 
Gibbings the Golden Cockerel Press worked with some of the most 
accomplished wood engravers of the period.  Eric Gill and David Jones had 
especially fruitful relationships with the press during Gibbings’ tenure, creating 
masterpieces including Gill’s Four Gospels (1931) and Jones’s Chester Play of the 
Deluge (1927).  Gulliver’s Travels was a major commission – perhaps too major  
 

 
 
 
 
at that point in Jones’s career  given  he  had  been  engraving  on wood for 
a  mere  four  years.  Gibbings  produced  a  two-volume  set  with  forty, 
mostly small wood engravings by Jones, and with initial letters by Eric Gill, in 
an edition of 480 copies.  Jones evidently was not enthralled with the text.  
As was normal for Jones with longer projects, his interest and creativity 
began to wane as the task wore on, and this perhaps is shown in the 
woodenness of some of the illustrations. Jones also disliked that Gibbings 
employed art students to color some of the illustrations in the book, when he 
had designed them to be printed in black and white. 

Critics have underplayed this major commission for the reasons 
outlined above, and yet, as Jonathan Miles and Derek Shiel note in their study 
The Maker Unmade:  

 
…there is inventiveness and ingenuity in the often small engravings 
which he produced. The slightly crowded relation of image to text 
helps draw attention to a recurrent theme in Gulliver, the question of 
relation to perception. Gulliver is seen cramped and gigantic, 
stretching to crawl through a minute gate in Lilliput, tiny and 
threatened when seized by a monkey, or when knocked down by 
apples in Brobdingnag. (69) 

 
Gulliver’s Travels  is represented in this catalogue by four images:  two 

images of Gulliver creeping through the gate as mentioned by Miles and Shiel 
(shown here in a black and white proof image, as well as a colored version 
that appeared in the book),  and two versions of  “Map of the Fourth Voyage" 
again with an uncolored signed proof impression, and  a  colored version as it
appeared in the book).  The map is  of additional interest  since it  contains a
relatively early example of Jones’s letter-making.  Eric Gill was a professional
letter carver and designer  (in fact  he designed the type font –Gill sans– used
in this catalogue),while Jones tended to create idiosyncratic lettering that is 
more intuitive than what Gill produced.   
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25a. Map of the Fourth Voyage 
Proof wood engraving, from the signed edition of 10, 1925 (E116) 
(private collection) 
 
 

 
 
25b. Map of the Fourth Voyage 
As published with hand coloring in Gulliver’s Travels, 1925 (E116) 
(private collection) 
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The Book of Jonah 
The Golden Cockerel Press, 1926 
(private collection) 
 
Jones’s second major commission for the Golden Cockerel Press was the 
polar opposite of Gulliver’s Travels. The Book of Jonah is a thin book with much 
less text and a higher proportion of wood engravings, and issued in a more 
limited edition of 175 copies. It is an interesting strategy. Some private 
presses found that it was less expensive to have an artist produce a large 
number of illustrations than to have a compositor set pages of type, and this 
reality likely accounts for the make-up of this book.  The Book of Jonah is 
successful as a private press book in terms of quality of design, the integration 
of word and text, the fine paper used, expert printing, and as a successful 
commercial object. The illustrations were a key element, although Gibbings 
stressed that engravings were to be ornaments for the books, and not 
necessarily artworks in their own right.  Saying this, part of the business of 
private presses pandered to the fashion of print collecting in the first quarter 
of the 20th century. Gibbings often produced signed and numbered editions of 
wood engravings that illustrated Golden Cockerel Press books. The prints 
included in this catalogue from The Book of Jonah are from signed editions of 
ten copies (aside from one that is numbered, but not signed). 

Later in his life Jones told his friend William Blisset that the style of 
the engravings from the Jonah series was influenced by the work of his friend 
and mentor, Eric Gill: “pure Eric, good, with that reservation.” The 
Christological symbolism infused into this Old Testament story at times may 
seem out of place, and yet, as will hopefully be seen, this series contains a 
number of facets that create multiple levels of meaning rarely achieved in 
Gill’s illustrative work. 

Titles for the individual illustrations have been taken from the 
catalogue for the 1974 memorial exhibition of Jones’s works. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
        
26. The Resurrection of Christ (E136)   
 
It may be surprising to see this image of the resurrection on the title   
page of a book from the Old Testament.  This signals, however, that Jones 
draws out a traditional Christian reading of Jonah as a type representing 
Christ. 
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27. Now the word of the Lord came unto Jonah… (E137) 
 
According to Miles and Shiel, Jones included some modernist details, such as 
Nineveh depicted “like some Futurist metropolis.”  They also note that 

 
this block is particularly interesting as it utilizes the two different 
wood engraving techniques: the angel and Jonah, who is being 
touched by the word of God, are cut by traditional black line 
technique, whereas the earth and the wicked city of Nineveh appear 
dark, engraved by the white line technique. The dramatic split caused 
by the use of two contrasting methods cleverly represents the two 
orders of heaven and earth. (69) 

 
It is interesting to note that three of the other illustration sequences feature 
images of initial communication between the divine or supernatural presence 
and a mundane person that starts the transformational narrative: the Rosary 
series has “The Annunciation” (Cat. no. 6); in the Deluge series an angel 
delivers the divine plans for the ark to Noah (Cat. no. 43), and in the Ancient 
Mariner series the mariner stops a wedding guest to tell him his harrowing 
tale (Cat. no. 55). 
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28. Jonah Goes Down into the Ship (E138) 
 
To avoid God’s instructions to preach inevitable destruction to the city of 
Nineveh, Jonah boards a ship to Damascus. 
 
 

 
 
29. The Mighty Tempest (E139) 
 
God causes a great storm to toss the ship on the sea, and the crewmembers 
are afraid for their lives. They find Jonah in the hold of the ship.  He tells 
them he is the cause of the storm, and that they will need to cast him into the 
sea.  The crewmembers hesitate to do this, but Jonah assures them that they 
must. 
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30. The Sailors Lay Hold of Jonah (E140) 
 
While not the most famous image from the Jonah series, this wood engraving, 
as Miles and Shiel observe in The Maker Unmade, has a real sense of drama. Its 
dynamism perhaps comes from the skewed perspective of the image, 
composed along diagonal rather than vertical and horizontal axes. While 
Jones said his illustrations for Jonah were “pure Eric,” this particular image 
seems more like German Expressionism than Gillian pseudo-medievalism. 
What is more, this wood engraving appears to have several references to 
paintings by the French post-impressionist Paul Gauguin. One of Jones’s 
tutors at art school, A. S. Hartrick, had known Gauguin and Van Gogh, and 
introduced Jones to the art of contemporary French painters, so we can 
assume that Jones was familiar with Gauguin’s works.   

The figure in the left hand corner is very like one in Gauguin’s “Fatata 
Te Miti” (By the Sea) from 1892 (Fig. 6). On the right hand side the figure 
grasping at Jonah seems to  derive  from  the  figures of Jacob and the angel 
wrestling in Gauguin’s 1888 painting “Vision of a Sermon” (Fig. 7).  Jonah him- 
 

self seems to reference Gauguin’s “Yellow Christ” from 1889 (Fig. 8). The tilt 
of the head, the shapes of the upraised hand, the stylized legs and feet, are all 
quite  similar  to  Gauguin’s compositions.  The association of Jonah with 
Christ is prevalent in Jones’s series, but the face of Jonah in this engraving 
does not seem to be that of Gauguin’s “The Yellow Christ,” but of a 
“malevolent spirit” in his 1892 Tahitian painting “Parau Na Te Narua Ino” 
(Words of the Devil) (Fig. 9). Why would Jones reference multiple works by 
Gauguin in this image? Why does he allude to these particular paintings?   

Gauguin, like Jones, used religious iconography (Christian or 
otherwise) to show spiritual world-views in contemporary settings, and 
highlighted themes of struggle, persecution, and redemption. Jonah is a type 
of Christ, and will eventually aid Nineveh to redemption through his 
(reluctantly performed) actions. At this point in the narrative he is also a 
malevolent spirit, the evil presence that is causing peril to the ship and its 
crew. The struggle (for Jonah spiritual, for the mariners moral and physical) is 
taking place before our eyes, like Jacob wrestling with the angel. 
 
 

       
   Fig. 6 
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 Above (from top to bottom), Figs. 7, 8, and 9 
 

 
 
31. So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea… (E141) 
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32. The whale (E142) 
 
The mariners rejoice now that the storm is passed and the sea is calm 
(above). Jonah, now beneath the waves, is swallowed by a “big fish” or whale 
(right), in which he will be “entombed” for three days and three nights before 
being vomited up by the whale (Cat. no. 33).  After this ordeal he finally 
follows God’s direction to preach impending destruction to Nineveh (Cat. no. 
35).   
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
33. The waters compassed me about (E143) 
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            34. The whale vomits out Jonah (E144) 
 

 
           
             35. Jonah travels to Ninevah (E145) 

 
 
36a. Ninevah 
From The Book of Jonah, 1926 
 
The Jonah series contains several illustrations clearly designed to be 
integrated with type, and as such show Jones thinking of his engravings as part 
of an overall design, rather than merely images in their own right.  Shown 
here along with a print from the signed edition is an image of the same 
illustration as it appears with type in the 1926 edition of The Book of Jonah. 
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36b. Ninevah (E146) 
Hearing of their immanent doom, the people of Nineveh repent, even though 
Jonah tells them God has already decided their fate.  God, however, hears 
their pleas, and decides not to destroy the city. 
 

 
 
37. Jonah at the walls of Ninevah (E147) 
Feeling that he had been made to look foolish when God did not follow 
through with the destruction of Nineveh, Jonah sulked outside of the city 
under a booth. 
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38. The vehement east wind (E148) 

 
 
Most people are familiar with the story of Jonah and the whale (or “great 
fish”), and many remember the salvation of Nineveh, but fewer recall the 
strange ending of the Book of Jonah, where Jonah is angry that God did not 
follow through with his decision to destroy Nineveh: 
 

Then said the lord, Doest thou well to be angry? So Jonah went out 
of the city, & sat on the east side of the city, and there made him a 
booth, & sat under it in the shadow, till he might see what would 
become of the city. And the Lord God prepared a gourd, & made it 
to come up over Jonah, that it might be a shadow over his head, to 
deliver him from his grief. So Jonah was exceedingly glad of the gourd. 
But God prepared a worm when the morning rose the next day, and 
it smote the gourd that it withered. And it came to pass, when the 
sun did arise, that God prepared a vehement east wind; and the sun 
beat upon the head of Jonah, that he fainted, and wished in himself to 
die, and said, it is better for me to die than to live. And God said unto 
Jonah, Doest thou well to be angry for the gourd? And he said, I do 
well to be angry, even unto death. Then said the Lord, Thou has pity 
on the gourd,  for the which thou hast  not labored,  neither thou 
madest it grow; which came up in a night and perished in a night; and 
should not I spare Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than 
sixscore thousand persons that cannot discern between their right 
hand, and their left, and also much cattle? (The Book of Jonah 13-15) 

 
Jonah cares immensely for something as simple as the gourd plant, even 
though he did not have a hand in creating it. Why then shouldn’t God be 
more upset at destroying a city full of people? This aspect of the story is 
important to Christian culture, as demonstrated in the carved 6th century 
ivory book cover displayed with A Rosary Calendar. The story of the gourd 
declared that while the world is sinful and doomed to destruction, God – 
because he has so much invested in His creations – will hesitate and even 
change his course of action should humans ask for forgiveness. Jones has 
highlighted the Christian plan of redemption inherent in the Jonah story 
through his pronounced use of Christological imagery through the series of 
illustrations. 
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39. The Crucifixion 
Copperplate engraving, 1926 (E135) 
 
40. The Crucifixion 
Frontispiece wood engraving for Llyfr y Pregeth-Wr (Book of Ecclesiastes)  
Gregynog Press, 1927 (E155) 
 
These two depictions of the crucifixion made by Jones a year apart are 
instructive to see how his compositional approach was changing.  In 1926 he 
made four stand-alone copperplate engravings, including “The Crucifixion” 
(Cat. no. 39).  The lines are clean and the composition clear, and it has the 
same influence of Eric Gill that Jones noted in the Jonah illustrations from the 
same year.  

 In the frontispiece to Llyfr y Pregeth-Wr (Cat. no. 40), Jones uses a 
white line technique to achieve a crowded and complex image.  At the center 
is Christ on the cross (with a head and body similar to the figure of Christ in 
the 1926 copperplate print).  He is surrounded by the sins being committed 
in the world, and which he is paying for with his death. A group of children,
however, embrace him.   
 The technique for this illustration would be used again for the wood 
engravings in the Chester Play of the Deluge, and in fact the first illustration for 
the Deluge series essentially replicates this composition (see Cat. no. 42). 
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41. The Artist 
Frontispiece wood engraving for Christianity and Art by Eric Gill, 1927 (E161) 
 
In this, another wood engraving in Jones’s mature style, an artist works on a 
design while being cramped in a rather small man-made structure that is (due 
to the cross at the apex of the roof) a Christian space.  A hand giving divine 
blessing reaches from the clouds above, authenticating that the creative act of 
the artist is done with God’s approval. According to Miles and Shiel, “the 
artist appears to be making a design which resembles the plan of the Ark that 
Noah receives from God in the second of the Chester Play of the Deluge 
engravings, a sequence on which Jones was concurrently at work.” (21) 
Surrounding the artist are animals that will perhaps need to be carefully fitted 
into the Ark, or at least into one of Jones’s Deluge illustrations. 
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The Chester Play of the Deluge 
The Golden Cockerel Press, 1927 
(private collection) 
 
The illustrations to The Chester Play of the Deluge are among the greatest of 
Jones’s artistic achievements. He developed a style of wood engraving in this 
series using small cuts that delineate the dark shapes in luminous outlines. 
Hailed at the time of their first publication as landmarks of wood engraving, 
several of the images such as “The Building of the Ark” and “The Dove” (Cat. 
nos. 44 & 50) have been reproduced many times, making these some of 
Jones’s most recognizable works. Thomas Dilworth in the first chapter of his 
book Reading David Jones demonstrates that the illustrations mirror each 
other and form a repeating parenthetical shape that works from the outer 
images to the inner ones, creating a central/peripheral design that is also used 
 

(1 ( 2 ( 3 ( 4 (5 6) 7 ) 8 ) 9 ) 10 ) 
 

in some of the individual illustrations. Pairs are formed by illustrations 1/10, 
2/9, 3/8, 4/7, and 5/6. 

Miles and Shiel in The Maker Unmade note that, aside from the Agnus 
Dei (Lamb of God) in the first illustration, Christian imagery in the Deluge 
series is “blissfully absent.”(72) Saying this, the text of The Chester Play of the 
Deluge is a 14th century telling of the Noah’s Ark story, and as such contains 
theological notions common to Christian culture at that time.  These included 
a conflation of the Ark of Noah and the Ark of the Covenant – both 
representing understandings between God and humanity. Images of both Arks 
related in the medieval mind with the Virgin Mary, who is sometimes referred 
to as the Arca Federis, or the “Ark of the New Covenant.”  Christ is the 
embodiment of the new covenant that promises to save humanity from sin, 
just as Noah’s Ark did.  As such, Noah is seen as a type of Christ, and the 
Ark of Noah analogous to the womb of Mary. The Ark of Noah contained 
everything needed to repopulate and replenish the earth, including the flora, 
fauna, and oral history from the beginning of time. Mary’s womb “contained 
what the world could not contain,” namely the enormity of God in human, 
embryonic form. Throughout the graphic sequence for the Deluge there are 
plays on the terms “ark,” “arc” (as in a rainbow), “sun,” and “Son” (as in Son  
of God). The Christian imagery permeates and informs multiple layers of 
meaning, and is in sympathy with the historical context of the play itself.  The  

 
 
 

 
Chester Play sought to contemporize the story of Noah for a 14th century 
audience, just as Jones’s illustrations contemporize the play for us. 
 It is in this series that Jones is seen to emerge as a mature artist, both 
stylistically and conceptually.  The wood engravings are recognized for their 
unique style and vision, and Jones’s crowded compositions – like Noah’s Ark 
– find a way in his to seemingly contain “everything.” Not only this, the 
parenthetical structure of the series, as noted by Dilworth, is one that will be 
template for some of Jones’s major works to come in both visual art and 
poetry, including the illustrations to The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (Cat. nos. 
54-63), and his two literary masterpieces, In Parenthesis (Cat. no. 70) and The 
Anathemata.   
 The engravings are arranged as suggested by Dilworth, paired to 
emphasize the resonances created through the parenthetical composition. 
 

     
(Above) The dustjacket for The Chester Play of the Deluge showing both color variants.  Copies with 
orange dustjackets are numbered lower in the edition of 275 copies and tend to appear in the USA.  
Those in the light green dustjackets tend have higher numbers in the edition, and tend to appear in the 
UK.   
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       Fig. 10.  William Blake.  Illustration to The Book of Job. 
 
Jones’s achievement in the Deluge series has often been compared to the 
illustrations to the Book of Job by the great English artist and poet, William 
Blake. Jones was aware of Blake’s work from his time in art school, and he 
visited the centenary exhibition of Blake’s work that took place in London in 
1927 – the year the Deluge was published. Thematically the stories of Job and 

Noah are concerned with interactions between humans and the divine, but 
they are also about transformation. There are striking similarities between 
some of Blake’s compositions and Jones’s, including those crowded with 
figures with God at the top center of the image radiating between clouds or 
figures (compare Fig. 10 with Cat no. 42), and the images of Job and Noah 
offering sacrifice (Fig. 11 and Cat. no. 51). The central/peripheral 
compositional method seems to have as much in common with the English 
romantic tradition as it does with the medieval aesthetics exemplified by the 
6th century carved ivory book cover illustrated with A Rosary Calendar (Fig. 5). 
 

 
    Fig. 11 
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42. Antediluvian Society (alt. God Spaketh Unto Noe) (Deluge 1) 
Proof wood engraving, signed and dated, outside of the edition of 15, 1926 
(E162) 
 
A group of eight believers (the number of people eventually on the Ark) is 
constrained to a small structure surrounded by the sins of the Antediluvian 
world.  The Lamb of God is likewise constrained and obscured, though its 
light shines on the faithful. 

 
 
51. The Oblation of Noe (alt. Noe Offers Sacrifice) (Deluge 10) 
Proof wood engraving, signed and numbered from the edition of 15, 1926 
(E171) 
 
The final illustration has a very similar composition to the first one, although 
now the earth has been transformed, and all creation worships God.  The 
light now ascends back to heaven from the sacrificial altar. 
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43. Noah Receives God’s Commands (Deluge 2) 
Proof wood engraving (E163) 
 
The divine plans for the Ark are given directly to Noah and materials are 
gathered.  Notice the similarity between the design handed to Noah and the 
design being made in “The Artist” (Cat. no. 41). 
 

 
 
50. The Dove (Deluge 9) 
Proof wood engraving (E170) 
 
The plan envisioned in the second illustration is now shown in its fruition.  
Cleansing water now covers the earth, and the “barque of salvation” is seen 
resting on the top of mount Ararat.  Rays radiate from the Ark, suggesting 
the divine origin of the design, but also playing on the pun of “sun/Son,” that 
prefigures the plan of salvation later to be enacted by the “Son of God.” 
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44. The Building of the Ark (Deluge 3) 
Proof wood engraving (E164) 
 
People watch and scoff as the artifice of the Ark is created according to 
God’s plan. 
 
 

 
 
49. The Drowning of The Wicked (alt. The Raven) (Deluge 8) 
Proof wood engraving (E169) 
 
Those who made jest of the building of the ark now cannot escape the 
waters. This print is noteworthy for the Vorticist-like angularity of the slanted 
rain and the shape of the ark, as well as for the unsuccessful algae-like 
depiction of the water in the bottom half of the composition. 
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45. The Ark is Completed (Deluge 4) 
Proof wood engraving (E165) 
 
Notice the presence of the radiant sun with the “arc” of the boat’s prow 
intersecting with it.  

 
 
48. The Flood (Deluge 7) 
As printed in The Chester Play of the Deluge (E168) 
 
The  seventh  illustration  to  the  Deluge is  shown as it appears in the 1927 
Golden Cockerel Press edition. Those who have mocked Noah are now 
being swept away by tsunami-like waves.  
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46. Animals Approaching the Ark (Deluge 5) 
As printed in The Chester Play of the Deluge (E166) 
 
The fifth and sixth illustrations to the Deluge (Cat. nos. 46 and 47) are shown 
as they appear in the 1927 Golden Cockerel Press edition of the book. They 
are the center and innermost pairing of the series, and enclose the animals 
just as the ark does. While two distinct images, Jones has nonetheless 
suggested a parade of animals moving across the page spread into the ark. 
 

 
 
47. Animals Entering the Ark (Deluge 6) 
As printed in The Chester Play of the Deluge (E167) 
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52. Nativity with Beasts and Shepherds 
 
a. Original pencil study, 1928 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 
b. Original pencil study, 1928 
(Roseberys London) 
 
c. Original Pencil Study, 1928 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 
d. Copper engraving, 1928 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 
 

Wood engravings make up the majority of Jones’s graphic output, but he also 
made copper engravings in the late 1920s, including a handful such as 
“Nativity with Beasts and Shepherds” that he used as Christmas greetings for 
friends. As with wood engraving, Jones would begin the copper engraving 
process by sketching the design, and then creating more drawings until a final 
image was ready to engrave into the copper plate. The three pencil studies 
included here are artworks in their own right, and also illustrate Jones’s 
working process.  In studies such as these one can see his mind at work from 
rough conception to final product.  Of particular interest is the change in the 
depiction of the infant Christ.  In the first sketch Christ appears larger and in 
a symbolic pose.  In the other sketches Jones struggles to achieve a more life-
like baby, and the reworking of the area around Christ’s head has left worn 
spots in the paper.  The copperplate print shows a more realistically sized and 
shaped newborn.    

The inscription at the bottom of the image may be translated, “While 
all things held the middle silence,” and is part of the Introit for the Sunday 
within the Octave of Christmas.  Jones used a longer fragment from this text 
for a painted inscription in 1952 that Nicolete Gray has translated in her 
book The Painted Inscriptions of David Jones: 
 

While all things held the middle silence 
and the night was halfway in its course 
thine almighty Word, O Lord 
came from heaven, from they royal throne 

 
 One of the preparatory sketches shown here (Cat. no. 52b) appeared 
at auction in spring, 2016.  It was accompanied by several other sketches of a 
mother and child. Another lot from the same source was a drawing done by 
Jones in Arcachon during his 1928 trip to France. Jones had spent most of this 
trip with the Gill family, but when the Gills returned to England Jones stayed 
longer with fellow wood engraver Philip Hagreen and his wife, and they 
visited both Arcachon and nearby Lourdes. The picture of the Arcachon 
coastline helps to date and place the sketches for “Nativity with Beasts and 
Shepherds,” and it is interesting that the shrine for Our Lady of Lourdes 
features a statue of the Virgin Mary in a cave. One cannot help but conjecture 
that Jones’s visit to Lourdes in part inspired the design for this print. 
 
 
 



 43 

 
 

                     Nos. 56a (above), 56b (above, right), and 56c (below, right) 
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53. The Farmer and the Lion 
 

a. Preparatory drawing  
(Austin/Desmond Fine Art) 

 
b. Copper engraving from The Seven Fables of Aesop 

Lanston Monotype Corporation, 1928 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
      53a. 
 
 
 

Jones made a series of small copper engravings to illustrate The Seven Fables of 
Aesop for the Lanston Monotype Corporation. Comparing the preparatory 
drawing for “The Farmer and the Lion” (Cat. no. 53a) and the completed 
print (Cat. no. 53b) reveals numerous small details yet to be worked out (the 
spikes on the club, the thumb on the woman’s hand above her head, the tip 
of the lion’s tail, the direction of the curl at the end of the Farmer’s hair).   
 The book is among the rarest of Jones’s illustrated works; the stated 
limitation is 50 copies,  but it is assumed  roughly  50 copies  were  actually
produced.  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
   53b. 
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The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 
Douglas Cleverdon, 1929 
(private collection) 
 

 

                     
                    54. The Harbor I (E181) 
 
As a young bookseller, Douglas Cleverdon approached David Jones to 
illustrate Samuel Coleridge Taylor’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner as it was a 
fantastic piece of literature with a sea voyage, ships, lots of water, and a story 
of redemption – all themes Jones had focused upon in his other major private 
press commissions. The Ancient Mariner had been illustrated before, most 
famously by Gustave Doré, so David Jones was aware of the formidable 
precedent with which his illustrations would be compared. While Jones now 
was recognized in the first tier of wood engravers (for his artistic originality, if 
not for his craftsmanship in the medium), he had not made many copper 
engravings other than a few stand-alone prints and seven small illustrations 
for The Seven Fables of Aesop (1928). Jones found engraving on copper quite 
different from engraving on wood, and as he lacked total mastery of the 
medium he decided to anchor the designs with linear simplicity. To add 
weight to the compositions Jones instructed the printers to leave ink on the 
copper plates when printing, rather than clean them off entirely, so that an 
overall background tone unified the pictures.   

Unlike the illustrations to the Deluge, which were generally praised 
upon publication, Jones’s illustrations to the Ancient Mariner initially met with 
mixed reviews. The sequence is now seen as one of Jones’s great graphic 
achievements on a par with the Deluge series, and this judgment has been  

 
 
 
 
 
consolidated with the work of Thomas Dilworth in his edition of The Ancient 
Mariner (Enitharmon Press, 2005).  Dilworth demonstrates that, like the  
Deluge series, the Ancient Mariner illustrations form the same parenthetical 
composition.   
 As with the Deluge illustrations, the following prints have been paired 
to show connections in the parenthetical design. Readers are encouraged to 
access Dilworth’s full treatment of the series in his excellent edition of The 
Ancient Mariner. 
 
 

 
Fig. 12. Ten special copies of the book came with proof impressions of the illustrations, plus 
impressions of plates not used in the book and an original pencil study. (Bromer Booksellers) 
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55. The Wedding Guests (Ancient Mariner 1) (E183) 
 
It is an ancient Mariner, 
And he stoppeth one of three, 
‘By thy long grey beard and glittering eye, 
Now wherefore stopp’st thou me?” 
 
 

 
 
62. Vespers II (Ancient Mariner 8) (E190) 
 
O sweeter than the marriage feast,  
‘Tis sweeter far for me, 
To walk together to the kirk 
With goodly company! ––– 
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56. The Albatross (Ancient Mariner 2)  (E184) 
 
‘God save thee, ancient Mariner! 
From the fiends, that plague thee thus! – 
Why look’st thou so?’ – ‘With my cross-bow 
I shot the ALBATROSS!’ 
 
 
 

 
 
61. The Town (Ancient Mariner 7)  (E189) 
 
O dream of joy! is this indeed 
The light-house top I see? 
Is this the hill? is this the kirk? 
Is this mine own countree? 
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57. The Death-Fires (Ancient Mariner 3) (E185) 
 
Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs 
Upon the slimy sea. 
 
About, about, in reel and rout 
The death-fires danced at night;  
The water, like a witch’s oils 
Burnt green, and blue and white. 

 
 
60. The Mariners (Ancient Mariner 6) (E188) 
 
The helmsman steered, the ship moved on;  
Yet never a breeze up-blew; 
The mariners all ‘gan to work the ropes, 
Where they were wont to do; 
They raised their lifeless limbs like lifeless tools– 
We were a ghastly crew. 
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58. Life-in-Death (Ancient Mariner 4) (E186) 
 
This Ship it was a plankless thing, 
A bare Anatomy! 
A plankless Spectre – and it mov’d 
Like a Being of the Sea! 
The woman and a fleshless man 
Therein sate merrily. 

 
 
59. The Curse (Ancient Mariner 5) (E187) 
 
An orphan’s curse would drag to Hell 
A spirit from on high; 
But oh! more horrible than that 
Is the curse in a dead man’s eye! 
Seven days, seven nights, I saw that curse, 
And yet I could not die. 
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63. Tailpiece II: Pelican in Her Piety (E194) 
 
Thomas Dilworth comments on this closing image to The Ancient Mariner: 
  

[…] the tailpiece contains a pelican piercing its breast to feed with its 
blood its three young in the nest. […] The pelican’s breast-piercing 
recalls the piercing of the breast of Jesus and is therefore 
iconographically evocative of the crucifixion as well as being 
eucharistic.  Above the image is Latin, which translates, “May the 
Lord kindle in us the first of his love and the flame of eternal charity” 
(caritatis is misspelled charitatis), words from the prayer said by the 
priest while censing the altar at high Mass.  Here the Pelican evokes 
the Mariner, for she feedeth one in three.  The bird’s nourishing act 
recalls the arrow-piercing of the Albatross in engraving 2 [Cat. no. 
56], which, paradoxically, and through various spiritual and contextual 
transformations, nourishes the Mariner’s listener, the reader, and the 
viewer. (Ancient Mariner 106-07) 

Last Graphic Works 
 
There are only a few engravings on wood and copper created by Jones after 
the Ancient Mariner project. Several other commissions were offered, and he 
managed to create some excellent images – in quality among the best he ever 
produced – and yet the laborious nature of making the engravings was, he 
said, taking a toll on his eyesight. In a couple of years he would stop engraving 
altogether. Given the quality of illustrations like the one he produced to 
illustrate the medieval play Everyman, it is a shame he could not complete 
more. In images such as this, Jones did not create a single focal point, but a 
richly textured composition that forces the eye to look at individual details.    
 

 
 
64. Everyman 
Proof wood engraving (E199) 
(private collection) 
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65. Bride Kneeling 
Rejected copperplate print for The Ancient Mariner, 1929 (E182) 
 
66. The Bride 
Signed proof wood engraving, 1929 (E200) 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 
“Bride Kneeling” was created as a potential copperplate illustration for the 
Ancient Mariner series, but Jones was not satisfied with the result and only a 
few proof copies were made. The version here shows that he cancelled the 
plate, signifying that it had been rejected. The subject, however, was one that 
interested him enough to create a much more successful version as a wood 
engraving. “The Bride” shows a great deal more complexity and richness as a 
composition, and conflates both religious and sexual symbolism. This print 
was used as the frontispiece for Hermia and Other Poems by Walter Shewring, 
published by the St. Dominic’s Press in 1930. 
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67. Uncut wood block with title page design for Le Morte D’Arthur, c. 1929 
(courtesy of Maggs Brothers, Ltd) 
 

After completing the copper engravings for The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, 
Cleverdon proposed that Jones illustrate an edition of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le 
Morte D’Arthur (The Death of Arthur). The myth of King Arthur was one of 
great importance to Jones, so the commission suited his interests. The block 
reproduced here (Cat. no. 67) was intended to be engraved and printed as 
the title page of the work, but as Jones had to give up engraving due to the 
strain on his eyes, he never completed the block. The uncut block has been 
turned into a work of art, and is instructive in that it shows Jones’s backward 
lettering that would have been the right way around when printed. One 
finished illustration–“Wounded Knight” (Cat. no. 68) – gives us an idea of 
what might have materialized if Jones had continued with the work.  
 

 
          
         68. Wounded Knight 
         Proof drypoint on copper, 1929-30 (E204) 
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69. He Frees the Waters [of Heylon] 
Proof wood engraving signed (in red biro, faded), 1932 (E206) 
(collection of Fr. John David Ramsey) 
 
Although unfinished, Jones counted this engraving as his personal favorite.  
The unicorn is a traditional symbol for Christ, partly since legends say that 
only a virgin can catch and tame a unicorn, and this has been tied 
imaginatively to the Virgin Mary “capturing” the mystical nature of Christ in 
her womb.  Just under the unicorn’s belly is a cup with a lance in it, traditional 
Christian icons of the spear that pierced Christ’s side during the crucifixion, 
and the cup that caught the mixed blood and water that flowed out of the 
wound. These symbols could, however, also represent female (the cup) and 
male (the spear) potencies. The unicorn is shown, as Paul Hill notes, by the 
stream Helyon that Moses is said to have struck with his staff to make the 
waters drinkable. Legend says that the waters of Heylon are poisonous until 
each day after sunrise a unicorn dips its horn into the water, driving away the 
toxicity so that animals may drink, thus the unicorn “frees the water.” (Hill 
77) Throughout the exhibition water has been recognized as an agent of 
transformation and cleansing, such as in the Deluge series. Through his power 
the unicorn has released the waters that will heal the land that is wasted.  

The themes expressed in this wood engraving were central to Jones, and 
although he ceased to make more wood engravings, he developed these 
themes in his paintings and in his poetry. Jones used “He Frees the Waters” 
as an illustration to his epic-length poem The Anathemata (1952), and it is 
likely that his personal copy – shown here – was photographed for that 
purpose. 
 
 

 
Fig. 12. Photographic portrait by Marc Gerson of David Jones on his 70th Birthday (showing his copy of 
“He Frees the Waters” hanging on the wall behind him), 1965 (National Portrait Gallery) 
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         70a. 

 
70. In Parenthesis 
London: Faber and Faber, 1937 
(private collection) 
 
a. Frontispiece to In Parenthesis 
 
b. Tailpiece to In Parenthesis 
 
In 1928 Eric Gill and his family took Jones on a trip to France for the first 
time since he had fought there in WWI. It evoked for Jones a number of 
memories of the war that he needed to express in some way. As a visual 
artist – and one who had produced several series of illustrations for 
narratives – his first instinct was to create a series of drawings with captions 
to explain them. After several attempts he saw that the captions were 
growing beyond the pictures, and so without formal training as a writer he 
decided to “make a shape in words” to satisfy his need to make sense of his 
war experience.  What he began to write in 1928 would develop into a two-
hundred page text that is part prose and part epic poem.  It was eventually 
published by Faber and Faber in 1937 under the title In Parenthesis. The book 
is now acknowledged as a modernist classic, and one of the literary 
masterpieces to be produced by a soldier from WWI. 
 In Parenthesis describes soldiers’ experiences in great detail, as Jones 
believed that all true art should be “contactual,” embodying in some way an 
experience that the artist has had. At the same time Jones weaves in literary 
and mythological allusions that create resonances across human experiences, 
and that help to transcend beyond the trenches of the First World War. For 
Jones and for other combatants dealing with personal sacrifice and loss of 
friends and comrades, there was a seeking for an explanation to what had 
been, in many ways, a nonsensical war. In Parenthesis focuses on the common 
soldiers rather than on the commanders, and celebrates their humanness, as 
well as their sacrifices. To do this, he shows common soldiers as knights of 
King Arthur and of Welsh legend; as soldiers fighting in Henry V’s medieval 
conflicts in France, and as scapegoats, or lambs to the slaughter.   
 The form of the writing would take on – knowingly or not – the 
shape he had developed for his illustration sequences for the Deluge and the 
Ancient Mariner, and the themes of sacrifice, transformation, and hopefully 
redemption, emerged from In Parenthesis as well. This is shown most clearly 
in the two drawings he produced to illustrate the book: the frontispiece (Cat. 
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no. 70a) shows a soldier in a posture suggesting a crucifixion; the tailpiece 
(Cat. no. 70b) features an ambiguous ram/lamb/scapegoat caught in the 
barbed wire (or “thicket”) pierced through (as Christ was) with a lance.  
Opposite the tailpiece are several quotations from various sources, referring 
in turn to the “lamb that was slain,” or to the “scapegoat.” The frontispiece 
and tailpiece taken as a pair show exactly what Jones has done: the book is 
about the individual soldiers, the particulars of their experiences, but it is also 
a way to recognize their roles as sacrificial “lambs to the slaughter” and 
“scapegoats” for the ills of western culture, “rams in the thicket” or the 
sacrifices that will mean others will not be sacrificed. Jones finds meaning – 
for himself if no one else – in the idea that his comrades were noble and 
worthy, and yet also that they were innocents that died for others’ sins, just 
as Christ did. In the end, then, the fates of common soldiers are transformed 
through Jones’s art into a sacrifice worthy of veneration. The past of legend 
and literature meld with the modern particulars of WWI to create a lasting 
presence in the form of the book.   

While not everyone can share Jones’s interpretation of the “meaning” 
of the war, it should be clear that Jones has used his art to come to terms 
with a defining life experience, and in the process he has created a unique and 
universal work of literature, one of the greatest poetic expositions on the 
nature of warfare. All of his illustrative sequences of the 1920s – the fusion of 
his art training and aesthetic theory centered around the Catholic Mass – 
helped him to work out the formal devices that would inform his writing of In 
Parenthesis, and beyond that to shape his other poetic masterpiece, The 
Anathemata (Faber, 1952). While Jones does not always combine word and 
image in the overt way that William Blake does, Jones may be unique in the 
way his literary strategies were forged in the medium of visual art.   

  
 
 
 
 

 
      70b. 
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