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REVIEWS

William Blake: His Art and Times, an exhibition
organized by David Bindman. Yale Center
for British Art, 15 September-14 November
1982. Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, 3 De-
cember 1982-6 February 1983. Catalogue by
David Bindman, pp. 192, 200 illustrations, 21
color plates. $15.00, paper.

Reviewed by Ruth E. Fine

The exhibition William Blake: His Art and Times was
organized by David Bindman and jointly sponsored by the
Yale Center for British Art in New Haven (where it was
very handsomely installed from 15 September to 14 No-
vember 1982 — the showing on which this review is based)
and the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto (3 December
1982 — 6 February 1983). The exhibition was a rather dar-
ing undertaking given the enormous amount of atten-
tion already paid to Blake in recent years. For example,
G.E. Bentley, Jr.'s Blake Books was published in 1977;
and since 1978, the year of Martin Butlin's monumental
Willtam Blake exhibition at the Tate Gallery, accom-
panied by an excellent and informative catalogue, several
other important monographs have been published: among
them are Butlin’s catalogue raisonné, The Paintings and
Drawings of William Blake, Robert Essick's William
Blake Printmaker, and Bindman's own The Complete
Graphic Works of William Blake together with his Blake
as an Artist. Of course there had not been a large scale
exhibition of Blake's art in this country since the one in
1939 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and that show

had been selected entirely from collections in the
United States. One can understand, therefore, the pres-
sures for a grand display on this side of the Atlantic, all
the more so because conservation problems are making
Blake collectors wary of lending important objects to the
repetitious minor exhibitions that have been organized
in great numbers in recent years, and also of showing
them at home to anyone other than serious scholars.

The germ of the New Haven/Toronto show came in
conversations between Bindman and Katharine A.
Lochnan, Curator of Prints and Drawings at the Art Gal-
lery of Ontario, some years ago. The initial intent was sim-
ilar to that of the 1939 Philadelphia exhibition: to show
Blake in North American collections, a much richer body
of material than one could find in 1939, thanks princi-
pally to the extraordinary acquisitions of Paul Mellon.
Thus the Yale Center for British Art, which houses much
of the Mellon Collection, was viewed as a most appropri-
ate cosponsor; and, in fact, well over a third of the show
was drawn from various Yale institutions (the Beinecke
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, the Yale University
Art Gallery, the Lewis Walpole Library at Farmington,
as well as the Paul Mellon and other collections at the
Center for British Art). Numerous loans also came from
Mr. and Mrs. Mellon’s private collection; the Pierpont
Morgan Library; the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; the
Library of Congress, Rosenwald Collection; the National
Gallery of Art, Rosenwald Collection; and Robert N. Essick.
Despite the richness of American collections, however,
certain key pieces were necessarily borrowed from abroad —
specifically from the Tate Gallery, the British Museum,
and the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, and
the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge.

Major Blake exhibitions must now be compared to
the Tate show of 1978; and in this case, the comparison
seems apt in terms of differences in kind. The earlier show
was very large, comprising 339 pieces, all of them by or
after Blake except for a drawing by his brother Robert
that was the source of William's relief etching, The Ap-
proach of Doom. The exhibition emphasized and explored
very specifically Blake's greatest accomplishments as a
visual artist, in part by virtually ignoring such aspects of
his work as the reproductive engravings that were the artist’s
main source of income. In that exhibition, Martin Butlin
convincingly demonstrated that Blake “had an intensity
of vision, an imaginative scope, and a multiplicity of
means of expression . . . beyond most men.” In con-
trast, the New Haven/Toronto show was considerably
smaller, comprising some 200 pieces described in 125
catalogue entries (e.g., cat. no. 115 covers sixteen water-
colors and engravings for Wustrations to the Book of Job,
cat. no. 116 covers thirteen for [Hustrations for Dante,
and so forth).

, Accepting the notion that Blake's greatness as a visual
artist had been demonstrated by the Tate exhibition,
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Bindman set out to explore the intellectual and artistic
milieu that hclpcd give this greatness its form. While
fewer of the major paintings were here than in the Lon-
don show, this one was, in fact, more comprehensive,

including aspects of Blake’s art not considered in 1978 and
showing documentary material as well. In addition,

Blake’s own works of art were interspersed with a number
of pieces by his contemporaries; and the inclusion of
books of historical and philosophical interest to him and
others of the period placed his ocuvre in a broad intel-
lectual context.

Bindman carefully balanced and integrated this
material so the focus on Blake was in no way diminished.
First, the sections devoted to the art of Blake’s time (“The
Elevated Style in the 1780s"; “The Revolutionary Back-
ground: Blake's Circles in the 1790s”; “Jerusalem: the
Antiquarian Background”; and “The Linnell Circle”)
were far fewer than those devoted to Blake's own art:
and the main purpose of them was clearly to provide a
background for a better understanding of Blake, although
the didactic aspects of the exhibition never overshadowed
the aesthetic. Much of the ancillary material was quite
small, or in the form of books, and was shown in cases,
for the most part leaving the walls to feature Blake. The
main exception was the section of drawings and prints
representing the scope of narrative subjects (“The Elevated
Style”) prevalent in English art of the 1780s, and in
which pieces by or after John Flaxman, Richard Cosway,
John Mortimer, Benjamin West, George Romney and
Henry Fuseli were hung. In them one found allusions to
the art of classical antiquity and the High Renaissance of
the sort one sees throughout Blake’s own oeuvre.

The basic arrangement of the Blake material was
chronological: “The Engraver's Apprentice, 1772-79";
“Radical History Painter: the 1780s”; “Making a Living: Re-
productive Engraving”; “Relief Etching and Experimental
Printing, 1788-96"; “Illuminated Books and Prophecies,
1788-95"; “Separate Colour Prints, ¢. 1794-1805"; “After
the Prophecies: Illustrated Books”; “An Understanding
Patron: Thomas Butts and Paintings from the Bible,
1799-¢.1809" (a conscious contrast, perhaps, to the sec-
tion in the Tate show called “The Hazards of Patronage:
William Hayley and ‘The Grave,' ¢. 1799-1806"); “Blake
in Felpham, 1800-1803"; “Milton: Prophecy and Illu-
strations, 1801-c.1820"; “Blake’s Exhibition of 1809: The

1. The Witch of En-dor, by Sharp after West, cat. 22. Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

2. The Good and Evil Angels Struggling for Possession of a
Child, cat. 53. Yale Center for British Art, Mrs. John Hay Whitney

Collection.

3. Newton, cat. 56a. Yale Center for British Art.
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Descent into Obscurity”; “Jerusalem, 1804-27"; and
“The Last Decade, c. 1818-27."

One realized that, given the very large body of work
that Blake produced, each piece on display was purpose-
fully selected to function in a number of ways. Some
pieces allowed for iconographical comparisons both within
Blake’s own oeuvre and in relation to the work of other
artists. Some made stylistic and technical points. Some
had historical or philosophical import. Various threads
were woven throughout the fabric of the exhibition, and
the viewer was able to perceive again and again relation-
ships between the sections and to sense the totality in a
body of work through selected pieces. To mention only
a few instances, The Witch of Endor Raising the Spirit
of Samuel is seen in a 1783 version by Blake (cat. 11), in
a later version by him, ¢. 1800-1805 (cat. 77), and in an
engraving by William Sharp after Benjamin West (cat.
22, illus. 1), thus allowing Blake’s own evolution to be
studied while also comparing his representation of the
subject with that of another artist. Oberon, Titania and
Puck with Fairies Dancing (cat. 16) introduces the
theme of fairies which is often picked up in Blake's later
work (e.g., as Bindman points out, in the title page for
Jerusalem, cat. 99b). From Blake's scores of reproductive
engravings, Bindman selected works after earlier masters
(Watteau, cat. 25), as well as works after Blake's con-
temporaries (e.g., Fuseli, cat. 27).

Points about method, too, were well managed. The
technical range of Blake's reproductive prints was evi-
dent — from the stipple engraving that the artist presumably
despised (e.g., Zephyrus and Flora, after Stothard, cat.
26), through the dot and lozenge engraving technique
at its most spectacular in the exceedingly dramatic Head
of @ Damned Soul after Fuseli (cat. 28). In the “Relicf
Etching and Experimental Printing” section, the single
surviving fragment of an etching plate used by Blake for
telief printing (a cancelled plate from America) was
shown with a proof impression from it (cat. 34, 35), and
other trial proofs of various sorts helped the viewer to see
and understand Blake’s processes. Particularly interesting
was a proof of the title page of The [First] Book of Urizen
with areas of monotype-like color printing, but lacking
final watercolor refinements (cat. 37). This section showed
initial working phases of Blake's processes, the final re-
sults of which were demonstrated in all of their rich variety
later in the exhibition. In contrast, a copy of Joseph Rit-
son's Select Collection of English Somgs with conven-
tionally engraved illustrations by Blake and others after
Stothard (cat. 32) vividly demonstrated the differences
between traditional book illustration and Blake’s per-
sonal inventions and methods.

Among the most rewarding sections of the show, one
which explored the development of Blake's conceptual
(spiritual) and technical sophistication, was “Illuminated
Books and Prophecies.” On view were There is no Natural

Religion including the unique “Application” plate (cat.
38b) given by Sir Geoffrey Keynes to the Pierpont Morgan
Library (important not only because it is unique, but also
because it is an early example of the figure which later is
seen as Newton, cat. 56); The Book of Thel; The Marriage
of Heaven and Hell; Visions of the Daughters of Albion;
and several separately mounted pages from the very
beautiful colored copy of America a Prophecy in the
Mellon private collection, unusual in that it is richly col-
ored, whereas most surviving copies are uncolored. Three
copies (F, P, U) of a single page from Songs of Innocence
(cat. 39) colored at different periods of Blake's career
showed his evolution in unifying on the page the image
and text relationships. In the earliest (copy F, which
Bindman cites as a copy of Songs of Innocence to which
has been added an incomplete copy of Songs of Exper:-
ence) the delicate washes tend to heighten only the image,
while in the latest (copy U, colored 1815 or later), the
color is rich, vibrant, and heightened with gold, fully
illuminating both image and text. Quite another mat-
ter, and equally marvelous to see, the display of five of
the seven known copies of Unzen (cat. 45), including the
only one colored in watercolor rather than color printed,
showed the great variety in Blake's handcoloring of one
title during a rather concentrated period of time (prob-
ably 1795-96 for the color printed versions with the
watercolored copy probably dating from the carly 1820s).

In the section “Separate Colour Prints, c. 1794-1805,"
examples from the Sma/l and Large Book of Designs were
represented as well as six images (in seven impressions) of
Blake's series of twelve elaborate monoprints (color printed
drawings, as they are more generally known): God Judging
Adam, Pity, The Good and Evil Angels Struggling for
Possession of a Child (illus. 2); Christ Appearing to the
Apostles after the Resurrection, Hecate, and Newton
(cat. 51-56). Until recently, all impressions of the twelve
subjects, each known in from one to three impressions
reworked with paint to a varying extent and every one
unique, were thought to date from ¢. 1795. When the Tate
Gallery Newton was removed from its mount in prepa-
ration for this exhibition, however, it was found to be on
paper with an 1804 watermark. This piece was hung side
by side with the one other know version of the subject, a
far less familiar one, in the collection of the Lutheran
Church in America, Glen Foerd at Torresdale (illus. 3).
These two Newton prints present quite a challenge: to the
1804 watermark on the Tate sheet must be added the fact
that its surface is exceedingly rich and painterly, making
it look quite different from the Lutheran Church version
(see David Bindman's “Afterword” elsewhere in this issue).
The painterly surface caused speculation that the Tate ver-
sion was entirely a painted rather than a reworked color
print of the subject. The present writer, like Bindman, is
not at all convinced that this is so.

Another discovery as important as the 1804 water-
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