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EXPLANATION OF A CURIOUS WOOD ENGRAVING.

By the Rev. Canon Hume.

O~ the 10th of December, 1874, Mr. Axon exhibited a
curious wood block to the Society. It is a copy of an older
one, and was engraved to illustrate Dibdin's Bibliographical
Decameron. On the publication of the work, it is said that,
in order to ensure the exclusiveness of the copies in existence,
the subscribers met together and fed the fire with the woodcuts.
Mr. Joseph Arch, the Quaker bookseller, succeeded in securing
one, which passed from his widow, with one intervening pro-
prietor, to the exhibitor.

This illustration occurs in the first of Dibdin's three
volumes, p. 64 ; and is part of what refers to “I'he Second Day.”
The subject of that day is generally Early Printed Books ;
and these are specially of a religious character. So little is
said respecting this engraving, that it is doubtful whether the
author really understood it, or whether it is covered by his
apology in the preface. He says of the whole that he has
in reality done little more than present a sketch, capable,
however, of the most costly and elaborate finishing. Speaking
of a ruder cut, illustrative of the Trinity (which was a favourite
subject)—in which an aged man supports a large crucifix
with the Saviour extended on it, and a dove frightfully ill
drawn, and more like the Jackdaw of Rheims in the Ingoldshy
Legends, sits on the cross-bar,—he says it gains in mystery
‘“ what it loses in splendour, compared with the favourite
“ exhibition which you are now to contemplate. This indeed
“seems to be the me plus wltra of intricate and curious

““ embellishment, and was a most popular representation of
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‘“ the glorious subject which it professed to display.” These
last words refer to the illustration before us.

The engraving is 4% inches long by 8 inches broad, and
has sustained at two places slight injury which does not
appear in the original. At the right and left sides, there are
pillars decorated with flowers and leaves, supporting a sort of
arch at the top, above which six angels are apparently desirous
to look into the mysteries below. The old representations
of the *‘ Last Judgment” were usually divided into three
horizontal compartments, the middle one representing the
dead hurling aside the tombstones and springing all naked to
the surface, and the upper and lower representing “ Heaven ”
and “Hell” respectively. In many of the old woodcuts, two*
or threet scenes of an act are depicted on the same block.
So this cut is divided into two equal parts by a double ribbon,
showing four sets of words, in Latin, and in black letter.

Below appears to be the Church militant here on earth,
and above the Church triumphant in heaven, for it refers to
those who have passed away. In the centre of the lower
compartment, is a little church, with a circular window over
the door, a cross at each gable, and a small belfry in the
centre. It appears to be covered with files, and has orna-
mental pillars with a spirelet on the top of each; but the
general mode of lighting is not apparent. It is of course
out of all proportion with the people who surround it.
Kneeling in front of it, but sufficiently apart to show the
door, are the Pope on the left side of the observer, and an

* In an old edition of the Bible, 1519, the *‘ Temptation’ and the “ Expulsion”
are given side by side, with only a wreath of smoke between them. Abraham
and Isaac go up to the mount with the materials for fire, and close beside, Isaac

is being offered up. Within, Rebekah and Jacob are offering savoury meat to
Isaac, and Esau is seen without, discharging an arrow at a deer.

+ Within, Moses and Aaron are pleading with Pharaoh ; without, a taskmaster
is beating a Hebrew; in the distance, Moses is before the burning bush.
Within, Joseph is being put in his coffin ; without, a mother is entreating the
officers of Pharaoh ; in the distance, the slaughter of the innocents takes place,
over the wall of a bridge!
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Emperor on the right. In the rear of the former is a long
succession of clergy,—shown by the mitres, the cardinal’s
hat, the cowls, &e. ; and in the rear of the latter a succession
of the laity, shown by their coronets, their secular dresses,
and unshaven crowns. All are kneeling, with the hands in
the attitude of prayer; and it is apparent that they are in
the open air, from the flowers on the ground and the stars in
the sky. The ribbon over their heads, representative of their
utterance,—and of which numerous examples appear on
monumental brasses,—contains the first portion of a well
known Latin hymn, “ Te Deum Laudamus”; ‘e eternum
“ patrem omnis” [terra veneratur].

On two other ribbons, or rather on the two portions of that
which surrounds the little spire and cross, we have a further
portion of the hymn ; viz., “ le per orbem terrarum” [sancta
confitetur ecclesia] ; ‘‘ te martyrum candidatus” [laudat
exercitus].

In the centre of the upper portion of the picture is an
elliptical space representing heaven. The major axis of it is
perpendicular. The inner border is surrounded with angels,
looking to the centre, and the background is powdered with
stars. In the centre, the Father and the Son are seated ; the
former on the right side of the observer, and holding in his
left hand the globe, of well-known conventional form. With
his right he supports what at first appears to be the two tables
of the Commandments, but what is in reality a book, as we
know from contemporary illustrations. The Son bas the
right hand raised in the attitude of blessing, and assists in
supporting the book with his left. The rays issuing from his
head of course form a cross. In the illustrations of the
“ General Judgment,” he sits on a rainbow with his feet upon
a globe ; in allusion to the expression (Isa.lxvi, 1, Acts vii,
49) “ Heaven is my throne and Earth is my footstool.” But
here rays issue from the seat, as if from a sun in the centre,

I
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Between the two figures on the throne, appears the Holy
Ghost in the form of a dove; apparently standing upon
nothing, and with wings “inverted,” or expanded and peinting
downwards. It is much less effective than the form in which
it usually appears in modern times, head downwards and back
towards the spectator, with golden wings in a blue expanse,
in the act of descending.

Two other groups of figures appear on the outsides of the
ellipse. The one right above the ecclesiastics who appear in
the lower compartment, is explained by the ribbon—* 7e
“ gloriosus apostolorum ” [chorus]. These, as usual, are
depicted in the habits of the engraver's time, and not in those
of the periods in which they respectively lived. On the other
side, the legend proclaims— Te prophetarum laudabilis”
[numerus]. :

It is clear, therefore, that we have here represented pictori-
ally, within very narrow limits, the first six verses of this
beautiful hymn. The two sets of worshippers in the upper
compartment, practically make four; as there is an upper
and lower set in each, evidently for the carrying out of some
idea of the artist.

In the lower compartment, the faces are larger, showing
that they are in the foreground ; and the spectator is supposed
to be placed nearly in front of the church. He is a little on
the side of the Pope ; for the ecclesiastics show a line on the
nose, which is not seen in the laity.

In addition to heads, portions of which are visible, there
appear to be eighty-one faces distinctly recognisable. These
may be classed as sixteen angels, fifteen apostles, fifteen
prophets, sixteen clergy, and nineteen laity. The block is
well worth preserving ; and if stealing or deception can ever
be looked upon with indulgence, this surely is a case in which
the recording angel might drop a tear upon the record of Mr.
Arch’s offence, and blot it out for ever.







