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NEWSLETTER

THE LIMIT OF OPAKENESS

Blake announces a regular feature to be
called “The Limit of Opakeness.” It will
consist of one or more brief articles that
attempt to solve a Blakean crux.

With each issue we shall propose
one or two difficult short passages and
invite essays of no more than 750
words each, What is a crux for one
person, of course, may seem easy (O
another, and some of our passages will
strike some readers as poor choices.
For that reason we will welcome sug-
gestions, We may even print a consen-
sus list of opaque passages.

Many of us Blake scholars remem-
ber first reading some of the magis-
terial critics and wondering how they
came to know everything so confi-
dently (and why they passed over in
silence just those passages that were
bothering us); they were as intimidat-
ing as they were inspiring. Some of us
still hate to admit we can't figure cer-
tain passages out. “The Limit of Opake-
ness” will encourage candor and
collaboration, and it ought to be
rewarding to diminish Satan’s domain
bit by bit, issue by issue.

We welcome any and all approaches
and will judge them all by the same
rough standard: do they seem to clear
up the difficulty to any appreciable
extent? We recognize that some schools
of criticism might find this a retrograde
enterprise and offer to deconstruct the
opposition between crux and “easy”
passage. Let them do so, and if in the
process they actually throw light on
what we call a crux, we'll publish their
essays, too, We ask only that the writ-
ing be clear and succinct: there is no
Limit of Translucence.

This feature will run on a trial basis,
and will last as long as good articles are
submitted. We might set design cruxes
as well (and welcome suggestions for
them), but at first we will confine our-
selves to the words.

For the first round, we invite essays
on either of two passages from the
“Bard’s Song" of Milton 5:39-41 (on
Charles, Milton, Cromwell, and James)
and 8:11-12 (Los puts his left sandal on
his head).

Please send contributions to Michael
Ferber, Department of English, Univer-
sity of New Hampshire, Durham, NH
03824. He will give them a first reading
and then confer with the editors over
which of them will be published,

Michael Ferber

BLAKE'S FATE AT THE TATE

For the last 60 years or so the Tate has
always had a selection of works by
William Blake from its collection on
display. There has never been any
doubt during this period that Blake's
unique achievement should be repre-
sented within the context of British art
as a whole and that the Tate, as the
National Gallery of British Art, was the
place where this was best done. This
still remains the Tate's view. It has
been done, moreover, in a way not
possible for other public collections in
the UK which hold Blakes: in the form
of a display, on the walls, permanently
accessible to the everyday gallery
goer. It is the Tate's intention that this
should continue to be the case.
Achieving this successfully, par-
ticularly with the light-sensitive works
on paper which make up the bulk of
the artist’s output, has been a matter of
some pride—tothe extent that the Tate
has had two rather special “Blake
Rooms”: the first, the present Gallery 2
which, following the accessioning of
70 works from 1918-1922, was decor-
ated in 1923 with a mosaic floor (still
in situ) by Boris Anrep illustrating
Blake's “Proverbs.” The second is a
very different room, which was inser-
ted into one of the Tate's conventional
top-lit daylit galleries. This gallery,
which opened in 1978, for the first time
provided the correct controlled levels
of temperature, humidity, and light re-
quired to ensure that Blake's work,
while being on more or less perma-
nent display, did not deteriorate. This

“Blake Room," which was undoubtedly
familiar to readers of Blake, finally closed
in November 1989.

This latest move arises from our
present task of redisplaying the entire
Tate collection to make the best of our
limited gallery space. Our first require-
ment, and the most pressing, was the
need to rehang all the main galleries in
the Tate—an idea put forward by the
Director and accepted by the Trustees
in principle at the end of 1988. Over
the last decade a number of exercises
were done, on paper, with just this end
in view. What usually emerged from
these exercises was the conclusion that
any attempt at rearranging the chrono-
logical sequence of Historic British
paintings into galleries would be
thwarted by the presence of the Blake
Room. No rearrangement ever quite
succeeded in demonstrating that the
works of Blake could both remain in
their specially designed gallery and
still be near or adjacent to works by the
artist’s contemporaries.,

The other issue of immediate con-
cern was that the airconditioning plant
for the Blake Room had reached its
end and was due to be replaced during
1990 (at which time the Blakes would
have to be unhung). In the knowledge
that no thoroughgoing reshuffle of the
British Collection and Modern Collec-
tion could work if the Blakes were to
remain where they were, it seemed
neither sensible nor realistic to renew
this plant when the effect of doing so
would be to perpetuate a situation
which restricted our room for
maneuver,

The upshot is that the group of
works by Blake and his followers are
now housed in the smaller, un-aircon-
ditioned Gallery 12, adjacent to the
room in which they were displayed
during the mid-1970s. In adjacent
rooms will be works by, for example,
Fuseli, De Loutherbourg, Stothard,
John Martin, and John Linnell.

The most obvious change brought
about by this new arrangement will
be—now that they are shown in a
smaller room—fewer works by Blake
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and his followers on view at any one
time, There will be other changes too.
Instead of being displayed in wall
mounted vitrines, most pictures will be
more conventionally shown in their
frames and glazed with low reflecting
glass, while others will be set out in
traditional floorstanding showcases.
The low levels of artificial light which
were maintained in the old Blake
Room will be duplicated for the new
display. As in the old Blake Room, the
emphasis will be on providing the sort
of serene environment appropriate
for the contemplation of Blake's work.,
In line with the policy we are adopting
for other galleries, a descriptive wall
text will give some basic information
about Blake and his art, and selected
works will have descriptive labels
which, it is hoped, will help visitors to
appreciate high points of the display
they might otherwise miss.

The reduction in the size of the Blake
display is, in fact, counterbalanced by a
number of other features which should
ensure that, in line with a well estab-
lished precedent, the Tate's Blakes still
reach a wide audience. The first is that
the displays will be changed every six or
eightmonths. The first of these changes
will occur in July 1990 when 11 works
will be removed from public display to
be loaned to the Blake exhibition in
Tokyo; they will be replaced by other
works from the permanent collection,
Secondly, those works which are not
on display in the Gallery will generally
be available for viewing in the Tate's
Study Room (open Tuesdays through
Saturdays, 12 noon to 5 p.m.). For con-
servation reasons and because we still
regard them as works primarily inten-
ded for gallery viewing, these pictures
will mostly remain framed and glazed,
but they will be available on request to
visitors and can be seen under condi-
tions equal to or perhaps (for some
people) better than those in the gallery.

Thirdly, this pattern of changing dis-
plays from the permanent collection
will be augmented by a series of spe-
cial exhibits, The intention of the ex-
hibits is to illuminate different facets of

the Tate’s own Blake collection by judi-
cious borrowing from other public or
private collections. The first will take
place in January 1991 and will, it is
hoped, be devoted to a display of all
12 of the Large Color Prints of c¢. 1795-
1805. An important feature of these
small exhibitions will be an illustrated
broadsheet, priced so that it is within
the reach of all visitors, In this way we
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hope not only to capitalize on the
Tate's importance as a center for Blake
studies, butalso, just as importantly, to
attract as wide as possible an audience
for the pictures of an artist who is one
of the major figures in British art, but
who is probably not as widely appre-
ciated as he deserves to be.

There is a firm commitment on the
part of the Tate Gallery to maintaining

The Blake Room at the Tate Gallery 1978-1989.

The Blake Room at the Tate Gallery, January 1990,
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its unique record of having Blake’s
work permanently on display, as well
asa continuing commitment to adding
to the permanent collection of his
works as and when appropriate. Our
recent acquisition of “A Vision” (illus.)
is, perhaps, sufficient proof of our
intentions.

Our long term aim is to establish a
larger, permanent display under the
ideal conditions which the present
Tate cannot provide, Our ideas for this
are incorporated in our plans for future
building works, and we anticipate
seeking private funding for this project
at the right moment.

Robin Hamlyn
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William Blake, A Vision: The Inspiration of the Poet, c. 1819-20. Water color over pencil
171mm x 178mm (6 3/4 in. x 7 in.) on wove paper 244mm x 210mm (9 9/16 in. x 8 1/4
in.). Inscribed in ink by Frederick Tatham, “William Blake. / I suppose it to be a Vision /
Frederick Tatham” and “Indeed I remember a / conversation with Mrs. Blake / about it"
bottom right, This work, number 756 in Martin Butlin’s 1981 catalogue, 7he Paintings and
Drawings of William Blake, was acquired from David C. Preston by the Tate Gallery at the
end of 1989. Its purchase was made possible through the generosity of Edwin Cohen and
the General Atlantic Partner’s Foundation. Full details of the work are to be found in the
new catalogue of the Tate's Blake collection, by Martin Butlin, published in March 1990.
This catalogue will also be available through the Tate's U.S. distributors, the University of
Washington Press, beginning in summer 1990.

BLAKE'S JOB ENGRAVINGS AT
THE BROOKLYN MUSEUM

William Blake's Book of Job, an exhibi-
tion of the complete portfolio of 21
black-and-white engravings and title
page, was held from 15 December
through 19 February 1990 at the
Brooklyn Museum. The set exhibited,
which is from the Museum'’s collec-
tion, is a “proof” set of the first edition.
Blake's water color of The Great Red
Dragon and the Woman Clothed with
the Sun (c. 1803-05) was also shown,
The exhibition was organized by Barry
Walker, Associate Curator of Prints
and Drawings,

HISTORICIZING BLAKE

A conference will be held 5-7 Septem-
ber 1990, at St. Mary's College, Straw-
berry Hill, Twickenham, England on
“Historicizing Blake.” Of the romantic
authors, Blake would seem to offer the
most to studies from an historicist or
Marxist perspective: an artisan who
“labourd at the Mill with Slaves.” How-
ever, the dominant critical methodol-
ogy has been the strong formalism of
North America with its emphasis on
archetypal patterns, transcendental
poetics, and “literary” history, The
focus of the conference will be the
question of whether these theoretical-
ly-oriented approaches, which have
dominated the field for the past twenty
years, have now been displaced by
renovated forms of historicist study.
However, this is not meant to be in any
way exclusive or inflexible and offers
of papers on related areas of the
romantic period will be gratefully con-
sidered. Scholars in the disciplines of
history, literature, and artare invited to
suggest ways of aligning and assessing
Blake in relation to recent develop-
ments in cultural and materialist
studies. “Historicizing Blake" parti-
cularly invites contributions from
younger scholars. The conference
hopes to support the attendance of a
very few younger scholars by paying
full or part fees, and applications to the
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