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“The Great Bowyer Bible”: Robert Bowyer and the Macklin Bible 1
Naomi Billingsley
“Can you afford me information respecting the Great Bowyer Bible…?”
J. S., Notes and Queries, 13 March 1852 2
This article examines an iconic example of extra-illustration: the Macklin Bible extra-illustrated in forty-five
volumes by London artist and bookseller Robert Bowyer (1758–1834) in the first quarter of the nineteenth
century (now in Bolton Libraries and Museums, UK). 3 While the Bowyer Bible has often been cited as a
great work of extra-illustration, it has not previously been discussed in detail in publications on this subject.
This Bible is extra-illustrated in the traditional sense of the term: it is a published book to which the collector
has added further prints and drawings on additional leaves, and (re-)bound to accommodate its expanded
form. 4 It is in many ways typical of the objects created in the great craze for extra-illustration in Britain
during the long eighteenth century, but it is also distinctive in some features, as I discuss within this article.
My principal focus, however, is on the Bowyer Bible as an example of an extra-illustrator’s close
engagement with its source publication. I argue that Bowyer’s practice responds not only to the Bible or the
King James Bible in general, but also to the Macklin Bible in particular. Thus, I discuss both how the
Bowyer Bible engages with the Macklin Bible specifically, and how it reflects a broader range of concerns in
its visual engagement with the Bible. I demonstrate that Bowyer’s curation of biblical visual material
evidences both professional interests as a connoisseur of prints, and personal interests in the visual culture of
the Bible that reflects his own piety as well as contemporaneous developments in the study of the Bible.
I begin with an account of the Macklin Bible and extra-illustrated copies; I then outline Bowyer’s
professional and personal background, and the history of his Bible. These contexts set the scene for my
discussion of the volumes themselves. I detail the general material characteristics of Bowyer’s volumes, and
then move on to interpret Bowyer’s extra-illustration of both the Macklin Bible specifically and of the
scriptures as a body of texts. I conclude by discussing the significance of the bookcase that Bowyer
commissioned for his Bible as a work of extra-extra-illustration by adding another layer of biblical imagery
to the whole.
The Macklin Bible and Extra-Illustrated Copies
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The Macklin Bible was described by the book historian G. E. Bentley, Jr. as the most ambitious illustrated
Bible ever published in Britain. 5 Devised by the publisher Thomas Macklin, the six-volume, 6 folio Bible had
seventy full-page engravings after specially commissioned paintings by English artists. In addition, the Bible
had headpiece and tailpiece vignettes for each book of the scriptures, all but two of which were designed by
Philip James de Loutherbourg. The paintings were exhibited at Macklin’s premises, known as the Poet’s
Gallery, where from 1788 he exhibited and published designs illustrating English poetry. This model
emulated John Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery, which similarly commissioned and exhibited paintings to be
engraved for publication (Boydell’s gallery opened in 1789, a year after the Poet’s Gallery, but Boydell had
announced his venture in 1786, and Macklin’s first advertisement appeared the following year). The Old and
New Testament was published serially between 1791 and 1800; Macklin died just before the last of the
headpieces and tailpieces were completed. In 1816, the Apocrypha was published in the same format by
Cadell and Davies; it contains six plates, all by Loutherbourg, who was the dominant figure in Macklin’s
project, having designed more plates than any other contributing artist, as well as the headpieces and
tailpieces. Robert Bowyer was a subscriber to Macklin’s Old and New Testaments, and subsequently
acquired a copy of the Apocrypha (but is not among the list of subscribers that is contained in the latter).
Macklin’s production proved to be ripe material for extra-illustrators. It may seem surprising for collectors to
choose an already substantially illustrated Bible to which to add more illustrations when there was no
shortage of editions that would provide a blank slate for their visual schemes. On the other hand, given that
religious art still had a mixed reception in post-Reformation Britain, perhaps an already-illustrated Bible was
seen to sanction extra-illustrating the Word. 7 Moreover, the Macklin Bible was the finest contemporary
printing of the Bible available, and its folio format meant that it could easily accommodate plates of various
sizes (most Bibles were smaller in format, better-suited to regular use as a religious text).
In addition to the Bowyer Bible, at least four other Macklin Bibles were substantially extra-illustrated in the
early nineteenth century. First, a 25-volume copy compiled ca.1800–1809 by Elizabeth Bull (1749–1809),
daughter of the extra-illustrator Richard Bull; 8 Lucy Peltz reports that this Bible was dismantled in the
1970s. 9 Second, a 14-volume set was sold by Wheatley & Adlard with the stock of Thomas Edwards in the
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24 May 1828 sale. 10 Bentley suggests that this copy may be the same 14-volume set which was recently in
the Episcopal Divinity Weston School of Theology (Cambridge, MA). 11 In April 2017, I contacted the
Sherrill Library at the Divinity School and was informed that the item was no longer in the collection; my
requests for information about the library’s disposal of this copy were ignored. Finally, Bentley notes that
there are records of two more extra-illustrated copies being offered for sale in the 1810–20s, but I have not
found evidence of the subsequent history of either copy:
An extra-illustrated set “splendidly bound” in seven volumes with “crimson velvet sides” was offered
by Thomas Edwards in 1815, lot 1, at [£]225 and again in 1821, lot 13, at £200, and sold in his
auction by Wheatley & Adlard 15-24 May 1828 lot 117; a set of this “splendid Edition” “superbly
bound and extra-illustrated” was offered in Whitley’s catalogue of Thomas Edwards of 1 May
1826…. 12
It is plausible that one or both of these copies formed the basis for one or more of the extra-illustrated copies
completed later in the nineteenth century mentioned below, or that they are long lost. It is regrettable that
none of these copies compiled in the early nineteenth century were available for consultation, which could
have enabled valuable comparison of Bowyer’s practice with that of contemporaries.
Two other substantially extra-illustrated copies are known to have been compiled over a much longer period,
both reaching their (pen)ultimate form in the 1860s and probably incorporating the work of several extraillustrators (both have since had some of their more valuable illustrations removed). Even bigger than the
Bowyer Bible was the 63-volume copy extra-illustrated by the Manchester bookseller John Gray Bell (1823–
1866), later in the Bishop Phillpotts Library, Truro. 13 It had already had its finest prints and drawings
removed when it was studied by Elizabeth and G. E. Bentley for an article published in 1980, and the Library
sold the set through Dominic Winter Auctioneers in 2007. It was purchased by an Italian dealer who removed
selected illustrations, then sold what remained through the same auction house. This dismantled set was
purchased by David C. Lachman Books acting for an American collector who subsequently had the set
rebound. 14 The other later copy is a 31-volume set now in the collection of the Harry Ransom Center, Texas,
assembled to ca.1862—the date of a dealer’s description pasted inside the front board of Volume 1. 15 This
copy too has had leaves razored out, although it is not known when. The provenance history of this copy is
incomplete, but it also appears to have been owned by Bell, because in 1861, the bookseller reported that he
had in his possession a 48-volume extra-illustrated copy of the Macklin Bible, and listed its principal
illustrations for the Raising of Lazarus, which correspond to those in the Ransom Center copy. 16 That Bell
mentions 48 volumes and the Ransom Center copy has only 31 is a little puzzling. As noted, the Texas copy
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had reached its final form of 31 volumes by the following year, 1862. Thus, it seems likely that Bell had
purchased the 48 volumes from another source, extracted some of the contents for the larger copy that he was
compiling, and had what remained rebound and sold on as a 31-volume set. Both copies that passed through
Bell’s hands were bound by Clegg & Sons of Manchester; the wording on the volume title pages is also
similar (compare references in footnotes 13 and 15), but I have been unable to view one of the title pages of
the Truro copy to compare other features. As the only other extant extra-illustrated Macklin Bible available
for consultation, I refer to the Ransom Center copy several times to illustrate points of comparison with the
Bowyer Bible, although it is important to bear in mind that the two reached final form ca.36 years apart.
Other copies of the Macklin Bible with a small number of additions are also known. The Huntington Library
has a copy that includes a plate of Christ as the Man of Sorrows engraved by William Sharp after Guido Reni
bound in as the frontispiece to Volume 6. 17 A copy formerly owned by Charles Slattery and now at the
Houghton Library has a leaf of text from a 1558 Latin Bible pasted in at the end of Volume 4. 18 A more
extensively embellished copy is that of the calligrapher Thomas Tomkins, who designed the Bible’s
dedication page; his copy contains original calligraphic designs, mostly title pages for individual books and
various subdivisions of the Bible, such as the Epistles. 19 As discussed below, it is not known whether
Tomkins’ additional designs were intended for the published Bible but not realised, or created solely for his
own copy. While these copies of the Macklin Bible with a small number of additions may not strictly be
defined as extra-illustrated, they are further examples of this publication being embellished.
Robert Bowyer and his Extra-Illustrated Bible
Robert Bowyer (1758–1834) began his career as a miniature painter, enjoying considerable success in the
1780s, including the patronage of King George III. In the 1790s, he moved into publishing, and his two most
notable projects demonstrate similar interests and ambitions to those of Macklin’s Bible. First, between 1791
and 1795, Bowyer published a Bible containing thirty-two engravings by James Fittler after Old Masters.
This two-volume quarto Bible also included twenty-eight engraved contents pages to individual biblical
books, listing the chapters (sometimes one print is for two or more shorter books; there are two for the
Psalms), which include headpieces that are probably by Charles Ruben Ryley (ca.1752–1798). These
headpieces are unsigned, but in the extra-illustrated Bowyer Bible, “Ryley, delin.” has been added in pencil
under the image on the Genesis title-page, and the headpieces appear to be by the same draughtsman.
Second, in 1793, Bowyer moved to new premises on Pall Mall, which he called the Historic Gallery, where
he launched his own literary gallery for an edition of David Hume’s History of England. 20 The first volume
of this work was published that year and a further four appeared by 1806; they contained nearly 200
engravings (including full-page plates, engraved title pages, and headpieces). Bowyer lost £30,000 on the
project, and he had to dispose of the works by lottery in 1806; 21 he subsequently sold remaining stock
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through Peter Coxe in 1807. 22 Bowyer continued to publish until his death in 1834, as well as collecting the
scripture pictures that extra-illustrated his Bible.
There are no known papers relating to Bowyer’s collecting; he did prepare a prospectus about the Bible for a
scheme to present it to the Bodleian Library at the University of Oxford, but it has not been possible to locate
this document. 23 Therefore, much of what can be pieced together about the Bible’s history is from
nineteenth-century press reports relating to its later ownership; additional information can be gleaned from
secondary sources.
Bowyer was a Baptist, and during the Peace of Amiens (1802–1803) he travelled to Paris with the Baptist
Missionary Society. The visit exposed Bowyer to the Paris print market, and it seems to have been there that
he began to collect biblical prints en masse. This collection represented an extension of Bowyer’s existing
interest in biblical images, as seen in his 1795 Bible. Bowyer also published a series of Views in Egypt,
Palestine and Other Parts of the Ottoman Empire (1801–1804), which included depictions of biblical sites,
and in 1817 or 1818, he published an analysis of Raphael’s Transfiguration (1516–1520), with seventeen
plates of the heads of the figures in the painting. 24 After his return home, and the peace had ended, Bowyer
secured permission to continue to purchase prints from Paris through an agent. 25 Many prints in Bowyer’s
collection come from dismantled illustrated Bibles and related books. His collection also included the
drawings for the headpieces and tailpieces of the Macklin Bible and other material relating to the Bible’s
production.
By 1826, Bowyer had collected over six thousand scripture pictures, with which he extra-illustrated his copy
of the Macklin Bible, extending it to forty-five volumes, plus a fictive book containing miscellaneous and
duplicate loose plates. Each volume was bound with a bespoke title page printed by Thomas Bensley (Figure
1), who had issued the Macklin Bible and a number of publications for Bowyer, including the 1795 Bible and
Hume’s History. The work of trimming and pasting in the engravings, and ruling the edges, took two people
four years to complete. 26 Bowyer also commissioned a bookcase to house the volumes, which is adorned
with relief carvings of biblical scenes and decorative motifs (Figure 2).
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The bookcase presents the whole as an object for display, and Bowyer evidently saw the Bible as more than
an object for his private enjoyment. Bowyer proposed a scheme for the Bible to be purchased for the
Bodleian by raising £2,500 in public subscriptions. He prepared a prospectus that was supported by the
Archbishop of Canterbury, William Wilberforce, and other prominent individuals; a copy was sent to the
Bodleian’s Philip Bliss, accompanied by a letter to promote the project:
I flatter myself that my Rank as an Artist, & the splendid works which have issued from my Gallery
during the last 40 years after an expenditure of more than three hundred thousand pounds in the
advancement of the British Schools of painting & Engraving would be a perfect guarantee that this
magnificent Bible is equal to every expectation that can be formed, & superior to any description that
can be given of it: – I cannot therefore avoid presuming to anticipate that you will feel a gratification
in uniting to fix the destiny of this inestimable work in the principal Library of the first University in
Europe…. 27
While such puff is inevitable in a promotional letter, the very fact that Bowyer sought to send the Bible to an
esteemed university library indicates he wanted it to be part of a great library collection and available for
consultation. The proposal suggests that Bowyer believed that the importance of his Bible transcended his
personal passion project and that he wanted it to be viewed by an educated audience. More specifically, his
comments to Bliss emphasising the artistic quality of the production suggest that he hoped that readerviewers at the Bodleian would bring connoisseurs’ eyes to his production.
The Bodleian rejected the proposal and there were insufficient subscriptions. 28 The Bible therefore remained
in Bowyer’s hands until his death, when it passed with his business to Mary Parkes, a printseller and
publisher who worked with him. In 1843 or 1844, Parkes had a print produced that depicted the Bible in its
bookcase, advertising it for disposal by lottery (Figure 2); it was won by Mr Saxon of Shepton Mallett,
Somerset. 29 In 1853 it was bought at auction by Covent Garden booksellers Sotheran and Willis, who sold it
on to a Manchester bookseller called Moreland, apparently acting for Bolton bibliophile John Albinson
(1774–1854). 30 After Albinson’s death in 1854, the Bible was sold at auction to Robert Heywood of Bolton
(1786–1868), in whose family it remained until it was deposited on loan to the Public Libraries Committee in
1917 and gifted in 1948. 31
Unlike other extra-illustrated Macklin Bibles mentioned above (and many other extra-illustrated books), the
Bowyer Bible remains almost perfectly intact. There is no evidence of illustrations having been removed,
with the possible exception of the loose prints in the dummy volume 46—there were certainly later additions
to Volume 46, namely copies of the print of the whole commissioned by Parkes. The bookcase was later
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converted into a cabinet with the addition of glass doors to protect the volumes, and a brass plate was added
recording its gift to Bolton Libraries. 32 Thus, the Bible can be studied in more or less the state that Bowyer
created it and intended it to be read and viewed.
Bowyer’s Material Practice
In considering Bowyer’s illustration practice, it is important to keep in mind his professional and personal
interests. He not only had a professional eye for prints, he was also a committed Baptist and thus knew the
Bible intimately. There must have been a religious dimension to his collecting as well as a connoisseurial
impetus. Both can be seen at work in his practice.
The pasting in and ruling follow fairly standard patterns throughout; these trends are not followed absolutely
slavishly, but it is evident that the whole was purpose-compiled by Bowyer’s assistants. By its uniformity,
Bowyer’s copy contrasts, for instance, with the later Ransom Center extra-illustrated Macklin, which
includes a variety of methods of pasting in and paper types, indicating that it includes the work of more than
one collector. Except where equal to the folio size of Macklin’s printed text and plates, Bowyer’s extraillustrations are pasted onto folio sheets of Whatman paper, the paper used for the Macklin Bible itself; foliosize prints are bound directly into the volumes. Only the right-hand pages are used, thus resisting imitation of
the published format, which presents two pages facing each other. The leaves holding the plates are
interleaved with guard sheets that protect the plates.
The pasted-in plates are all carefully trimmed, in some cases involving intricate outlines (see Figure 8). Any
inscriptions that appear outside the main design and some decorative borders are trimmed off. Basic details
of each plate including the names of designer and engraver are written below each image on its supporting
leaf, often along with a biblical reference. Other inscriptions are generally not reproduced, but sometimes
other details such as the popular name of an illustrated edition of the Bible are included (for example
“Marillier’s Bible” 1789–1804 Bible illustrated with engravings by M. Marillier (B984-987, and many
others) 33). This iconoclastic practice of removing borders that include inscriptions and adding the image
details in a uniform format on the supporting leaves reinforces the distinction between the original published
sources and their presentation in Bowyer’s production, although as we will see, other aspects of Bowyer’s
practice emphasise his sources.
Larger prints (and the headpiece and tailpiece drawings) are pasted slightly above-centre on the sheets, while
smaller prints are often grouped into two or more plates on a single leaf. Groupings are composed according
to various common features: a group may simply depict the same subject, or sometimes different prints after
the same design. For example, Bowyer pairs different versions of individual designs from the so-called
Raphael Bible, a series of biblical prints after Raphael’s Loggia paintings in the Vatican, which appear
throughout Bowyer’s volumes. In other instances, a group of designs from the same source share a sheet,
thus interrupting the general pattern of the plates following the biblical sequence. For example, the visual
narrative of Leviticus 10 in Volume 8 is interrupted by plates depicting episodes in Numbers 16 (B1225), 34
Numbers 21 (B1226) and Deuteronomy 3 (B1227), where three plates from later biblical books share a sheet
with a plate from Leviticus 10 (B1224); the group of four are identified by the pencil inscription as from “Le
Clerc’s Bible”. In some examples, a small print has a sheet to itself, apparently where Bowyer wanted to give
a plate special prominence; for example, it is frequently adopted for the “Rembrandt” etchings that the
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collector evidently prized, although their authenticity is doubtful. Bowyer included only a few oversize
prints, most of which are maps and plans; these are pasted onto Whatman sheets and folded so that when
opened they rest on the left-hand page, or occasionally so that the flap folds upwards over the top edge of the
page. One such item is B5689, a map of the Mediterranean, which is one of several maps relating to the
travels of Paul that are included before the Epistles in Volume 41 (B5685-5690). Turning to the ruling: that
of individual prints (and the headpiece and tailpiece drawings) of regular shapes are usually surrounded by a
ruled border; prints of more elaborate shapes are carefully cut out and pasted in without any added border.
The plates are also all numbered, but possibly by a later hand.
Extra-illustrating Macklin
Bowyer’s choice of the Macklin Bible rather than any other edition of the scriptures begs questioning,
particularly since he had published an illustrated Bible himself. Macklin and Bowyer undoubtedly knew each
other professionally as fellow London printsellers, and they collaborated with the same artists and the same
printer (Bensley). Nothing is known, however, of the nature of their relationship: no diary or body of papers
survives for either, nor do sources such as the diary of Joseph Farington (which provides a detailed account
of the London art world 1793–1821) provide any relevant insights. 35 Thus, there is no external evidence
about the motivations behind Bowyer’s extra-illustration of the Macklin Bible, and the internal evidence is
inconclusive.
The most prominent way that Bowyer engages with the Macklin edition is his inclusion of the headpiece and
tailpiece drawings. It is not known how or when Bowyer acquired the drawings for the Macklin headpieces
and tailpieces. Citing Bowyer’s prospectus for the Bodleian, Manley states that Bowyer paid £1,158 for
them, but not from whom they were purchased. 36 The drawings do not appear in the sales of Macklin’s stock
at Peter Coxe’s auction house in 1800 and 1801, which did include other material relating to the Bible’s
production, such as intermediary drawings for the full page plates. 37 Thus, it is possible that Bowyer had
acquired the drawings directly from Macklin or Macklin’s widow Hannah, who took over the business.
(Bowyer did not acquire the drawings for the headpieces and tailpieces for the Apocrypha volume published
by Cadell and Davies. 38) The drawings are mentioned prominently in the volume title pages, emphasising
their importance in Bowyer’s scheme:
… CONTAINING ALSO | THE WHOLE OF THE ORIGINAL DRAWINGS FOR THE
VIGNETTES, | BY P. J. DE LOUTHERBOURG ESQ. R.A. …
This wording omits any mention of the “original” purpose of the drawings, although if Bowyer expected his
reader-viewer to have an educated eye, he could probably assume that they would be familiar with the
Macklin Bible; and the Macklin title pages for the Old and New Testaments are present, thus indicating the
source of the printed text that featured the prints. One of the only two headpiece and tailpiece drawings not
by Loutherbourg is accompanied by an explanation of its origin: the headpiece for Leviticus is a watercolour
by Thomas Stothard (B1206; Figure 3), underneath which is written in pencil:
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This drawing was made by Mr. Stothard before Mr Macklin had fixed with Mr Loutherbourg to do
the drawing, for the head & tail pieces generally, & which he afterwards did for the whole of the
remaining parts of the work amounting in number to 113.
The inclusion of this explanation emphasises that Bowyer’s extra-illustration is in dialogue with the Macklin
material. The other design by another hand is the tailpiece to Genesis by William Hamilton (B784) and is
inserted without any such explanation.
The headpiece and tailpiece drawings usually immediately precede the corresponding page of the biblical
book that includes the printed design, allowing the reader-viewer to compare the original design to the
printed reproduction. At the start of Genesis, Bowyer also includes a proof impression of the headpiece
without the surrounding text (B20; Figure 5), which sits between the drawing (B19; Figure 4) and the
published print with the printed text of the Macklin Bible (B21; Figure 6). This insertion emphasises the
relationship between the drawing and the published print by documenting an intermediate stage in the
production process, and reinforces the impression that Bowyer is responding to the illustration of Macklin’s
edition. Proof engravings are not included for any of the other headpieces and tailpieces; perhaps three states
of each of these designs were deemed to be too much visual repetition, or Bowyer may have been unable to
obtain other proofs. The inclusion of the drawings alongside the published prints suggests a connoisseurial
interest in the headpieces and tailpieces, similar to Bowyer’s pairing of plates that reproduce the same
original, such as designs from the Raphael Bible.
Bowyer also acquired other material related to the Macklin Bible’s production. The full-page plates for the
Old and New Testaments are all proof impressions without signatures and captions (plates avant la lettre—
before lettering). That Bowyer secured this special copy of the Macklin Bible suggests that he was among the
first subscribers, for Macklin announced in his prospectus for the project that “early subscribers will be in
possession of those prints which would constitute the proofs …”. 39 The engravings for the Apocrypha are
included in their final state (Bowyer was not a subscriber to this volume). There is no apparent general
pattern to the placement of Macklin’s full-page engravings; they are included alongside the relevant biblical
passages in the same manner as the extra-illustrations. Where there are extra-illustrations relating to the same
passages as a Macklin plate, the Macklin plate can appear anywhere among them—as the first image for the
subject, in the middle of the group or as the last of the plates. This lack of pattern in the placement of the
Macklin plates reflects a general apparent absence of rationale for the arrangement of the plates for a given
subject.
The other Macklin-related insertions in the Bowyer Bible are two calligraphic designs by Thomas Tomkins
(1743–1816) at the start of Volume I. The first is the original design commissioned for the dedication page to
King George III that was printed and included in the Macklin Bible. As with the headpieces and tailpieces,
Bowyer includes the manuscript design for the dedication page, followed by the published print, engraved by
Harry Ashby (1744–1818). Once again, Bowyer demonstrates an interest in the process of production of the
Macklin Bible designs. Following the printed dedication page, the second Tomkins manuscript design is a
table entitled “The Old and New Testament Dissected, Exhibiting at One View the Number of Books,
Chapter, Verses, Words and Letters, contained in each; With other useful Remarks” (Figure 7). The
relationship of this sheet to the Macklin Bible is less clear. This table did not appear in the Macklin Bible,
and the undated sheet is simply signed “Tomkins Scripsit” in the lower centre. Although the lettering echoes
that of the dedication page of the Macklin Bible, the style is characteristic of Tomkins’ work more broadly,
such as the title page for Bowyer’s 1795 Bible. Nevertheless, the size of the sheet means that it is unlikely to
relate to another edition of the Bible, so it is possible that the table was intended for the Macklin Bible but
was not used. However, the central position of Tomkins’ signature suggests that he did not expect an
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engraver to sign it (normally the designer’s name would be on the left and the engraver’s on the right),
indicating that if such an idea existed it had been abandoned by the time Tomkins signed the sheet.
As noted above, Tomkins embellished his own copy of the Macklin Bible with additional undated
calligraphic designs, including title pages for individual biblical books, and other tables and diagrams. It is
not clear why Tomkins produced the additional designs in his Bible—whether there was ever an idea to
publish some or all of them in the Macklin Bible, or if Tomkins simply decided to embellish his personal
copy. It is possible that the table in the Bowyer Bible was produced as part of the larger group of additional
designs by Tomkins, but it seems curious for Bowyer to have bought it and the dedication page but none of
Tomkins’ other designs. Together with the fact that the table is signed, whereas the designs in Tomkins’
Bible are not, it seems likely that the designs in Tomkins’ own copy were bespoke for himself and that the
table in the Bowyer Bible was never part of that set.
Alternatively, the table in the Bowyer Bible could have been commissioned by Bowyer. The printseller had
employed Tomkins on various publication projects, including his 1795 Bible and Hume’s History, so such a
commission is plausible. Although the table states that the information took three years to compile, it does
not attribute this work, and it seems unlikely that Tomkins assembled the information himself and then
omitted it from his own embellished Bible. Bowyer himself was a devout man and it is evident from his
collection of prints that he was interested in the minutiae of the scriptures. It is therefore conceivable that he
compiled the information for his extra-illustrated Bible, or employed unnamed assistants to do the work, as
he did for the ruling and pasting in of the plates, and then commissioned Tomkins to produce the table.
Irrespective of the original context for the production of the table, Bowyer’s decision to include the Tomkins
material, along with the unlettered proofs of the full-page plates and the headpiece and tailpiece drawings,
represents close engagement with the particularities of Macklin’s publication. So was the project a work of
one-upmanship on a rival publisher, a tribute to a respected peer, or was Macklin’s Bible simply chosen on
the basis of feature/s such as its size? Peltz describes the move as “a gentlemanly and somewhat ironic
display of deference.” 40 The internal evidence does not provide a clear indication of Bowyer’s motivations in
extra-illustrating Macklin’s edition. My own hunch is that it was probably at least in part a pragmatic
decision for the size of the volumes, as well as a connoisseurial selection for the quality of Macklin’s
production. The latter would go some way to explaining Bowyer’s close engagement with Macklin’s edition,
but there may have been other factors in play. Nevertheless, Bowyer’s extra-illustration is by no means solely
focussed on the features of Macklin’s edition—he does not limit himself to extra-illustrating passages with
Macklin plates, and his extra-illustration demonstrates a broader range of interests in the study and artistic
interpretation of the Bible, to which I now turn.
Extra-illustrating beyond Macklin
Beyond the uses of Macklin Bible material, there are two other key aspects of Bowyer’s extra-illustration that
evidence curatorial decisions. The first is Bowyer’s inclusion of prints from his own biblical publications.
The most striking use of Bowyer’s own biblical prints is that throughout the Old and New Testaments,
Bowyer precedes each book with the contents page for that book from his 1795 Bible that lists the chapters
with headpieces presumed to be by Ryley. This pattern gives Bowyer’s title pages privileged status within the
extra-illustrated Bible; when beginning each biblical book, the reader-viewer encounters Bowyer’s work
before Macklin’s. The chapter listings on these pages do serve a role that is not represented in the Macklin
Bible, and thus Bowyer may have included them for practical purposes, but their prominent placement could
be an act of rivalry on Bowyer’s part in engaging with the work of his fellow-publisher.
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Conversely where Bowyer included the full-page plates from his Bible, he obscures their source in his
publication by removing inscriptions and decorative elements that appear outside the main borders of the
plates. Two examples are included side-by-side in the leaf illustrated in Figure 8. Adam and Eve after Dürer
(B155) originally included a decorative outer border of fictive drapery surrounding a cartouche above the
image with the inscription “Cabinet Bible”. Cain and Abel after Giordano, set in a fictive monument
designed by Bowyer (B156), originally had an inscription below: “Done from the Original Picture in the
Possession of Lord Viscount Cremorne.” Although sometimes the pencil inscriptions on the supporting
leaves include reference to an edition of the Bible, Bowyer’s own Bible is not so identified, and he is not
even credited as designer in the pencil inscriptions for B156. 41 Thus, while Bowyer’s extra-illustration
foregrounds the contents plates from his own Bible, he obscures the origins of its full page plates. Also
included in the extra-illustrated Bible are Bowyer’s heads from Raphael’s Transfiguration in the relevant
section in Mark (B4400-4417), but I have not identified any of the prints from his series of views in the Holy
Land (although there are such images published by others). It is difficult to draw a conclusion from this
mixed practice of Bowyer’s incorporation of biblical material that he had published in his extra-illustrated
Bible. On balance, it seems likely that the placement of the contents pages was primarily practical and
Bowyer’s inclusion of his biblical prints in his extra-illustrated Macklin was more collaborative than
competitive. Perhaps Bowyer saw Macklin and other publishers whose prints he included in the Bowyer
Bible as participants in a shared endeavour of producing fine prints illustrating the scriptures.
The other important facet of Bowyer’s extra-illustration practice to consider is the variety of material that he
includes in the extra-illustrations. As seen in Figure 1, Bowyer’s title pages are full of superlatives about the
Bible’s contents: “the first artists, both ancient and modern”; “this magnificent book”; “collected with great
care.” This wording speaks of a carefully curated collection of material, of the discernment of its compiler,
and of a concern to incorporate a range of material. It is not possible to discuss the 6328 plates
comprehensively here, nor would the scale of such an exercise allow it to be very illuminating. I therefore
focus on the material that Bowyer uses to frame the Bible as a whole, its major parts, and individual books
with material such as frontispieces. I argue that Bowyer signals his curatorial motivations to the readerviewer in this framing material, by including a variety of material that is echoed in the extra-illustrations in
the body of the text. There is front matter for the Old and New Testaments, but not in the Apocrypha (the
latter probably reflects the relative scarcity of Apocrypha illustrations). There is no end matter following the
Old Testament or Apocrypha, but there is a single tailpiece to the whole at the end of Volume 45, which acts
as a bookend with some of the front matter in Volume 1. The front matter sets up the reader-viewer’s
expectations for what is to follow, and the tailpiece acts as a conclusion to the whole.
Following the volume title page, Volume 1 begins with the two Tomkins calligraphy designs. Next comes
Loutherbourg’s frontispiece for the Macklin Bible, The Giving of the Law, engraved by James Heath (B1),
foregrounding the engagement with Macklin’s edition from the opening leaves. There follow fourteen further
plates that serve as general front matter to the Bible or to the Old Testament, and which provide insight into
Bowyer’s sources and motivations for the whole. These frontispieces are from publications whose plates
appear throughout Bowyer’s production. Their inclusion here acknowledges the sources of many of
Bowyer’s plates, and places his production in the tradition that these various series of biblical designs
represent. Most of these publications provide illustrations whose principal function was artistic—visualising
the events narrated in aesthetically satisfying compositions. For instance, among the front matter there is a
frontispiece for the 1649 edition of Raphael Bible prints (B5) and a portrait of the engraver Jan Luyken (B7),
which appeared as a frontispiece to a series of 340 biblical pictures known as the Luyken Bible (1712). Plates
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from both the Raphael and Luyken Bibles appear throughout the Bowyer Bible. However, it is not only
artistic motivations that are present in the plates of the Bowyer Bible, and three frontispieces are from a
source that represents scientific engagement with scripture.
Immediately following Loutherbourg’s Macklin frontispiece (B1) are portraits of the scientist Johann Jakob
Scheuchzer (1672–1733) (B2; Figure 9) and the engraver Johann Andreas Pfeffel (1674–1748) (B3), and an
allegorical frontispiece to the Bible (B4); all three come from the beginning of the first volume of
Scheuchzer’s Physica Sacra (1731–35). Physica Sacra is a scientific commentary on the Bible, containing
750 copper plates published by Pfeffel. Scheuchzer sought to represent the most recent scientific findings in
his commentary and its illustrations. 42 Notably, he argued, after John Woodward (1665–1728), that fossils
were leftovers of the Deluge and thus there are numerous plates depicting fossils in Scheuchzer’s discussion
of that narrative. 43 Prints from Physica Sacra appear throughout the Bowyer Bible, and Bowyer’s tailpiece in
Volume 45 is the endpiece from Scheuchzer’s book (B6328; Figure 10). Physica Sacra prints are particularly
prominent in non-narrative passages of the Bible that are otherwise less widely illustrated. For example, the
Book of Leviticus, which is concerned with the Law, has generally received little attention from biblical
illustrators, but its lists of clean and unclean animals provided plenty of material for the illustrators of
Physica Sacra; these comprise many of the plates for Leviticus in the Bowyer Bible (Volume 8). Bowyer
was not the last (and possibly not the first) extra-illustrator to capitalise on Physica Sacra plates for such
passages—at least three later extant extra-illustrated Bibles also draw extensively on Scheuchzer’s prints: the
Ransom Center extra-illustrated Macklin, the Ransom Center extra-illustrated Doré Bible, and the
Huntington’s Kitto Bible. 44 But Bowyer’s placement of the portraits and frontispiece as the opening plates,
and the tailpiece as the final plate, gives special prominence to the Physica Sacra material, suggesting that
the plates were not chosen merely to fill less-illustrated passages. (In contrast, for example, the Ransom
Center extra-illustrated Macklin does include some frontispieces in its front matter but not the Physica Sacra
portraits.) Scheuchzer’s tailpiece declares that he is presenting evidence of the Flood, from his own collection
(i.e. fossils from his collection depicted in the plates) to elucidate that scientific problem; and this work is
“solely for the glory of God.” 45 Bowyer’s placing of this plate at the end of his Bible implies that a similar
principle applies to the material from his collection that precedes it.
The inclusion of three plates from Scheuchzer’s book alongside frontispieces representing artistic
engagement with the Bible emphasises from the outset that he is bringing more than one disciplinary
approach to the Bible in his collection of images. As the reader-viewer explored the volumes further, they
would discover a much wider variety of multi-disciplinary material. In the front matter to the New Testament
there are general frontispieces to that part of the Bible (B3311-3326), portraits of Christ (B3327-3332,
B3346), plates depicting the Evangelists (B3333-3334) and the Holy Family (B3335-3345, B3347-3360), and
maps of the Holy Land (B3361-3364). Thus, Bowyer presents a detailed introduction to the New Testament,
incorporating material that reinforces the multi-disciplinary nature of the whole. Similar front matter appears
at the start of some of the individual books and groups of books. For instance: several books or groups of
books are preceded by portraits of their supposed authors, such as David for the Psalms, the various Prophets,
the Evangelists for their respective Gospels, and Paul for the Epistles; each of the Gospels has front matter
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that include a Holy Family, and a variety of other material relating to its narratives; the Epistles are preceded
by maps relating to Paul’s travels (B5685-5690). The variety continues in the illustrations in the body of the
text. There are of course many illustrations to narrative passages, which range from cheap prints to fine
engravings. Other plates depict details such as flora and fauna, and subjects of ethnographic interest in the
cultures of the Bible such as costume and objects such as Temple paraphernalia. Maps and topographical
prints of biblical places illustrate the geography and places of the Bible. As well as the “author” portraits,
there are other portraits of biblical persons. Bowyer’s multi-disciplinary approach reflects developments in
the study of the Bible, such as Scheuchzer’s scientific approach, and expeditions to the Holy Land to study
its archaeology, geography and peoples. Bowyer may have hoped that had his plan for the Bible to go to the
Bodleian be realised it would be a resource for students of the Bible.
A final genre of images depict subjects that are adjacent to biblical narratives but are not recorded in the
Bible. For instance, at the start of Matthew, there are eleven images of the Betrothal of the Virgin (B3384,
3386-3388, 3390-3395, 3398). Although this event is not actually narrated in Matthew, 1:18 refers to the
betrothal: “When as his mother Mary was espoused to Joseph …” Accordingly, these plates are captioned
“Matthew Chap. 1, Ver. 18”. For a Protestant like Bowyer, such captioning justifies the inclusion of extrabiblical subjects by providing an anchor in the text and thus guards against idolatrous viewing. 46 This last
point brings us back to the importance of Bowyer’s piety in his extra-illustration of his Bible as a whole. As a
Baptist, Bowyer probably did not see the images themselves as mediating religious experience—a practice
that Protestants generally rejected as Popish idolatry—but his collecting and curating of images may well
have had a devotional dimension in that the practice was a way of engaging with the minutiae of scripture.
Bowyer’s extra-illustration visually documents the events and other details recorded in the Bible in a
dynamic that is akin to a biblical encyclopaedia, and anticipates the aesthetic of Victorian illustrated Bibles,
which, as Lori Anne Ferrell puts it “… tend to be overstuffed: with illustrations of the flora and fauna of the
Middle East; with drawings of the ancient pottery and farming implements of the Mediterranean …”; the list
continues with a similar variety of material to that in the Bowyer Bible. 47 Bowyer’s extra-illustration
documents the events and other details recorded in the Bible using a great volume and range of visual
material, and his curation of the framing material emphasises the multi-disciplinary approach to the Bible
that is represented in the images throughout.
Conclusion
As a work of extra-illustration, the Bowyer Bible evidences a number of overlapping interests. It represents a
close engagement with the Macklin Bible, which was probably at least in part motivated by a broader
connoisseurial interest in fine prints that also informed other aspects of his extra-illustration. The project
demonstrates a multi-disciplinary and documentary interest in biblical visual material that reflects broader
developments in the study of the Bible; Bowyer’s curation of framing material emphasises this
encyclopaedia-like aesthetic, including the prominent placement of Physica Sacra plates that suggests that
like Scheuchzer, Bowyer was presenting material from his collection to elucidate the scriptures. Bowyer’s
own piety is reflected in a Protestant aesthetic that is closely guided by the Word. And of course, Bowyer
was engaging with the extra-illustration craze that flourished in Britain in the long eighteenth century.
Extra-illustrated Bibles were relatively usual, and Bowyer’s obsessive engagement with the particularities of
the Macklin Bible is particularly distinctive. But the primary distinguishing feature of the Bowyer Bible as an
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extra-illustrated book is its bookcase—Peltz describes it as “exceptional” among extra-illustrated books. 48
Presumably, its commission was Bowyer’s last curatorial act, marking the project’s completion, and
analogously, I conclude by discussing its significance.
James Raven scathingly describes the bookcase as “preposterously elaborate,” 49 but Peltz shows that it points
to “the social visibility of extra-illustration and the degree to which extra-illustrated books were meant to be
seen, displayed, and enjoyed by illustrators and their social circles.” 50 Indeed, Bowyer’s failed plan to raise
public subscriptions for the Bible to be purchased for the Bodleian indicates that he hoped for an audience
beyond his own social circle, and that he saw it as an object worthy of public patronage and depositing in an
esteemed university library, where it could be studied and enjoyed by reader-viewers of taste and scholarship.
“Preposterous” or not, the bookcase speaks not only to Bowyer’s ambitions for his Bible as an object to be
displayed, but also acts as another form of framing that signals something of the curation of the collection
which it contains. The bookcase is adorned with biblical motifs, making it a form of extra-extra-illustration
of the volumes. Nothing is known about Bowyer’s commissioning of the bookcase, but it seems likely that
Bowyer would have specified, or at least have had a say in, its features and in particular its biblical subjects.
Relief carvings at the base depict the Baptism of Christ and two Nativity scenes, and the carvings flanking
and above the shelves include angels, alluding to the cherubim above the Ark of the Covenant. Thus, the
bookcase’s iconography represents both the Covenant between God and humankind as promised to Moses,
and the New Covenant in Jesus, represented by the two Nativity scenes, and the Baptism, which marks the
start of Jesus’ public ministry. It is a display of the central meaning of the Word for believers, of whom
Bowyer was one, and signifies completeness. It therefore summarises what is explored in detail inside the
volumes—an encyclopaedic visual account of the stuff of the scriptures, which spans the Old Covenant and
the New, the ancient and the modern, fine art and biblical scholarship—a “great” compilation indeed.
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Figures

Figure 1: The Bowyer Bible, Volume 1 title page.
[I have a right-hand page only image for this opening if preferred for format]

Figure 2: Advertisment for the sale of the Bowyer Bible by lottery, published
by Martin & Hood, ca.1843/1844. Reproduced as the frontispiece in Archibald
Sparke, The Bowyer Bible: A Monograph. Bolton: The Libraries Committee,
1920.

Figure 3: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 1206, Volume 8. Thomas Stothard, Design for the
Headpiece to Leviticus for the Macklin Bible (ca.1789–91), watercolour on paper.

Figure 4: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 19, Volume 1. Philip James de
Loutherbourg, Design for the Headpiece to Genesis for the Macklin Bible
(ca.1790–1800), pen and wash drawing.

Figure 5: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 20, Volume 1. James Fittler, after Philip
James de Loutherbourg, Design for the Headpiece to Genesis for the Macklin
Bible (ca.1790–1800), etching and engraving (proof impression).

Figure 6: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 21, Volume 1. James Fittler, after Philip
James de Loutherbourg, Design for the Headpiece to Genesis for the Macklin
Bible (c.1790-1800), etching and engraving.

Figure 7: The Bowyer Bible, Leaf 5, Volume 1. Thomas Tomkins, ‘The Old and
New Testament Dissected, Exhibiting at One View the Number of Books, Chapter,
Verses, Words and Letters, contained in each; With other useful Remarks’ (c.17911826), pen and ink calligraphy.

Figure 8: The Bowyer Bible, Plates 154–157 1206, Volume 1. Unidentified engraving;
James Fittler after Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve (1795), published by Robert
Bowyer; James Fittler after Luca Giordano, Cain and Abel (1791), published by Robert
Bowyer; unidentified engraving.

Figure 9: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 2, Volume 1. T. Laud after I. H. Heidegger, Portrait
of Johann Jakob Scheuchzer (Frontispiece to ‘Physica Sacra’) (ca.1731).

Figure 10: The Bowyer Bible, Plate 6328, Volume 45, J. G. Pintz, Tailpiece to ‘Physica
Sacra’ (ca.1735).

