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The Kitchen Sink Too
Abi Shapiro

Abstract
The Kitchen Sink Too: British Art 1945–1975 is a project led by Research
Curator, Abi Shapiro at Museums Sheffield. The project undertakes research
into Sheffield’s post-war visual art holdings to improve public access to the
collection through a range of activities and events including the exhibition,
“This Life is So Everyday”: The Home in British Art 1950–1980, on display at
the Graves Gallery in Sheffield (30 March 2019–6 July 2019). In this Cover
Collaboration, Abi Shapiro reflects on the invisibility of women’s perspectives
of domesticity in early post-war art, and the process of working with
community groups to develop research towards the exhibition’s theme of
“home”.
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The home and domesticity were the main subjects of “kitchen sink” painting,
a short-lived style of realism active in London between 1952 and 1957. The
four artists typically associated with this genre are Jack Smith, Edward
Middleditch, Derrick Greaves, and John Bratby. Unlike other “schools” or
movements in early twentieth-century British art, the four did not group
themselves based on mutually agreed principles, but were linked by critics,
curators, and their dealer, Helen Lessore at the Beaux Art Gallery, for a
perceived commonality in style and their preference for domestic subject
matter. From 1952, they were known as the Beaux Arts Quartet, until the
critic David Sylvester colloquially described them in 1954 as painters of “the
kitchen sink” and the name stuck. 1
In the histories of post-war British art, it remains widely unchallenged that
these four men are the only “kitchen sink” artists. 2 Their works from the
1950s are considered as central in discourses of post-war representations of
the home and labour, with critics and historians often locating “kitchen sink”
painting’s legacy as a precursor to British pop art’s focus on everyday
domestic objects. 3 Yet despite the many “kitchen sink” works depicting
women undertaking domestic labour, there is a lack of awareness of, and
scholarship about, artworks made by women in the 1950s depicting the
home. This has not only led to biased perspectives of representations of the
home in post-war art, but it has also affected the way issues of gendered
subjectivity and labour are (or aren’t) implicated in art-historical discourses
of domesticity, as well as highlighting the fact that many women artists still
remain absent from art’s histories.
In what can be considered a classic “kitchen sink” painting because of its
mundane breakfast setting, in Jean and Table Top (Girl in a Yellow Jumper),
John Bratby depicts his new wife gazing blankly across their kitchen (Fig. 1).
With hands clasped at her lap and head tilted, Jean appears small next to the
cluttered table of cereal boxes, washing powder, dirty bowls, empty teacups,
and glass milk bottles left over from breakfast. The scene does not suggest
Jean’s domestic bliss, but bears witness to her disengaged affect in this
everyday reality.

Figure 1.
John Bratby, Jean and Table top (Girl in Yellow Jumper), 1953-1954,
oil on board, 122.1 x 101.2 cm. Collection of Museums Sheffield
(VIS.4712). Digital image courtesy of the artist's estate and
Bridgeman Images. Photo courtesy of Museums Sheffield (All rights
reserved).

John Bratby repeatedly painted the home he shared with Jean Bratby (Cooke)
throughout the 1950s and 1960s, recording the mundane details of their
kitchen, bedroom, and living room (even twice painting their toilet). 4 In
these paintings Jean is often portrayed by John as despondent and passive.
In his numerous self-portraits, John Bratby depicts himself within the
domestic space but not necessarily engaged with it (or with Jean). This can
be seen in Kitchen Interior where John stands removed from the scene with
his hands in his suit pockets as Jean washes dishes (Fig. 2). By documenting
the interior of his material (and by extension, psychical) world for decades,
Bratby honed a visual language that spoke not only of an unremarkable and
everyday domesticity, but of a constructed and masculine domesticity that
characterised his career and the genre of “kitchen sink” painting. 5

Figure 2.
John Bratby, Kitchen Interior, 1955-1956, oil on board, 119.3
x 86.3 cm. Collection of Williamson Art Gallery & Museum
(BIKGM:3355). Digital image courtesy of the artist's estate
and Bridgeman Images. Photo courtesy of Williamson Art
Gallery & Museum (All rights reserved).

Figure 3.
Jack Smith, Mother Bathing Child, 1953, oil on board,
182.9 x 121.9 cm. Collection of Tate (T00005). Digital
image courtesy of the estate of Jack Smith (All rights
reserved).

Figure 4.
Edward Middleditch, Flowers, Chairs and Bedsprings, 1956, oil on board,
112.7 x 175 cm. Collection of Tate (T06460). Digital image courtesy of the
estate of Edward Middleditch and James Hyman Gallery, London (All rights
reserved).

Using a thick impasto application of paint, usually in muted hues on large
canvases, the four young male “kitchen sink” artists depict images of
children and mothers in sparse and dingy kitchens (Smith) (Fig. 3), still lifes
of stove tops or upturned mattresses (Middleditch) (Fig. 4), street scenes of
children playing and Northern industrial cityscapes (Greaves) (Fig. 5), and a
cluttered family home and its inhabitants (Bratby).

Figure 5.
Derrick Greaves, Sheffield, 1953, oil on canvas, 93.6 x 210.5 cm.
Collection of Museums Sheffield (VIS.4586). Digital image courtesy of
Derrick Greaves and James Hyman Gallery, London. Photo courtesy of
Museums Sheffield (All rights reserved).

These unflinching images of daily life led to wider disagreements over
realism as a politically motivated style. The artists denied this kind of intent
with Smith nonchalantly stating, “I just painted the objects around me.” 6 But
“kitchen sink” painting was deployed as a pawn by critics debating the role
of politics in art. In 1952, the socialist art critic John Berger insisted realism
offered “a sharper meaning” to working-class reality. 7 Yet for David Sylvester
domesticity and realism were jointly rooted in art-historical traditions of
painting interior space; subject was only a pretext for style. 8 These debates
brought attention to the young artists’ works, which reached a peak in 1956
when the four artists were chosen to represent Britain at the Venice Biennale
(Fig. 6). This was, however, a short-lived moment of notoriety. While this
international exposure provided each artist with a degree of fame, and
recognised “kitchen sink” painting as a celebrated trend, the genre’s
popularity soon fell out of favour. By 1957 “kitchen sink” painting was more
or less over. 9

Figure 6.
The British Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, 1956, photograph. Digital
image courtesy of James Hyman Gallery (All rights reserved).

As these debates about realism played out on national and international
stages, the “kitchen sink” painters’ version of domesticity became
synonymous with post-war social realism. Yet in terms of how we understand
early post-war depictions of domesticity in British art and cultural history,
this has served to foreground “home” as seen from the perspectives of
young, white, straight men in a heteronormative framework. Research by
Greg Salter usefully explores the presentation of masculinity and domesticity
in 1950s paintings by male artists (including Bratby) offering an analysis of
the way selfhood, masculinity, and home were negotiated according to post-

war social values. 10 Yet what other domestic narratives and subjectivities
might appear by expanding the remit of “kitchen sink” realism beyond these
four accepted artists?
This question is part of a wider research project at Museums Sheffield. The
project, The Kitchen Sink Too: British Art 1945–1975, looks at Sheffield’s
expansive modern British art collection of over 1,400 works of art to examine
lesser-told stories both in the collection and in the history of British art more
generally. The project aims to use research to improve public access and
engagement with the collection through activities and events including an
exhibition titled “This Life is So Everyday”: The Home in British Art
1950–1980 at the Graves Gallery in Sheffield (30 March 2019–6 July 2019).
To focus the project towards developing an exhibition, the theme of home
was chosen to trace a domestic trajectory across this thirty-year period in
Sheffield’s collection. The project tracked approximately 150 artworks that
relate to this theme from 1950s “kitchen sink” paintings, through to 1960s
and 1970s pop art domestic objects, and feminist art in the 1970s. One aim
was to undertake collection research and exhibition development that did not
issue solely from the research curator’s viewpoint. As such, we sought input
from the local community by working with groups with different domestic
experiences during the period in question in order to explore various
perspectives of “home”. This directed the sub-themes of the research as well
as what would be included in the show and how it would be interpreted.
The first two groups we worked with were adults aged between 65 and 96
living in assisted accommodation in the Park Hill (Fig. 7) and Manor Top areas
located in the east of Sheffield. 11

Figure 7.
Sheffield City Centre, showing Parkhill flats under refurbishment, aerial
view, 7 June 2011. Digital image courtesy of Chris Mattison and Alamy
Stock Photo (All rights reserved).

Crucially, most of the residents grew up and lived in South Yorkshire during
the timeline of the project (1945–1975) and therefore we used museum
collection objects to stimulate memories in a series of reminiscence sessions.
A range of domestic issues materialised that we would not have otherwise
considered. For example, there were stories about living in makeshift bomb
shelters in the Sheffield blitz and stories of several families’ excitement
about acquiring a first television set. People also described the mental and
physical challenges of requiring extra support at home in later life, which
offered a key perspective on how home changes over a lifetime. As many
participants were women, gendered domestic roles and the physical labour
of home maintenance were also common themes. In terms of collection
research, this encouraged questions about why “kitchen sink” paintings that
often depicted women’s domestic labour were all made by men. The absence
of women representing their own experiences directed a search for works in
Sheffield’s collection made by women. These were, however, harder to find
as they had a more subtle relationship to domesticity in the 1950s and 1960s
and entered the collections at different times to other “kitchen sink” works.
For example, Margaret Mellis (Fig. 8) and Anne Redpath created still life
compositions staged in their homes using their own domestic objects, and
Mary Potter (Fig. 9) and Winifred Nicholson painted the views from their
home windows.

Figure 8.
Margaret Mellis, Red Flower, 1958, oil on board, 39.4 x 39.1 cm. Collection
of Museums Sheffield (VIS.4951). Digital image courtesy of the estate of
Margaret Mellis. Photo courtesy of Museums Sheffied (All rights reserved).

Figure 9.
Mary Potter, End of Daylight, 1954, oil on canvas, 74.2 x 99.6 cm.
Collection of Museums Sheffield (VIS.2584). Digital image courtesy of the
estate of Mary Potter, DACS 2019. Photo courtesy of Museums Sheffield
(All rights reserved).

We also worked with people living in Sheffield who attend the Conversation
Club, a community-run group designed for refugees and asylum seekers to
practise English and socialise. The activities we ran focused on writing
personal responses to collection objects that related to the theme of home.
Works that solicited strong aesthetic and emotional reactions were selected
for inclusion in the exhibition with individuals’ corresponding responses put
on display. This encouraged more expansive ways of researching by thinking
about what “home” means as Britain negotiates its national and international
identity and borders for Brexit. For those (including myself) who have
migrated to Britain, we discussed how “home” is often multiple places and
identities at once, which can sometimes feel in conflict. This invited an
exploration of artists in Sheffield’s collection who had made Britain their
home, as well as acknowledging the collection’s lack of representation of
artwork by some of the post-war migrant communities specific to the region.
12

This led to researching prints by Avinash Chandra, an Indian-born British
artist (Fig. 10), and Josef Herman, a Polish-born British artist, both of whom
explored their cross-cultural heritage in their practices during the 1950s and
1960s. As is the case in most public British art collections, artists of colour,
especially women of colour, are poorly represented in this period of

Sheffield’s collection. 13 This stimulated research into BAME artists working in
the early post-war period and making suggestions for future displays and
acquisitions.

Figure 10.
Avinash Chandra, Drawing 3, 1963, watercolour, 57.1 x 66 cm. Collection
of Museums Sheffield (VIS.3419). Digital image courtesy of the estate of
Avinash Chandra. Photo courtesy of Museums Sheffield (All rights
reserved).

With both groups, “home” materialised as a mutable and complex concept
that could not be pinned down to even a small group of issues. Yet it was
clear that domesticity has played a powerful role in people’s lives and the
way their social and cultural subjectivities are shaped. For women in
particular, domesticity has been a framework in the formation of private and
public identities. Feminist historians and cultural theorists have shown the
many ways women have been (and still are) politically, socially, and
economically disenfranchised because of the presumed correlation between
their reproductive capabilities and suitability to do domestic work (including
home maintenance and child care).
In recent decades, scholars have tracked “a domestic turn” in the twenty-first
century driven by the upheavals of traditional gender roles in post-war
society. Bearing witness to this turn, contemporary art and feminist
scholarship continues to explore how our configurations of home shape our
understanding of the world. Common issues raised include the distinction

between public and private space, the politics of labour, nationalism and
globalism, bodily rights and subjectivities, and how our relationships to
objects construct our material lives. 14
As a research curator, my interest in the home and my methods in this
project are indebted to these scholarly discourses and linked to recent
discussions in feminist and queer art histories of “new domesticities”. This
refers to approaches to material culture that consider domesticity as not only
a theme or content for art but also as a critical lens through which to reexamine networks of cultural production and revise canons that privilege
certain versions of domesticity (and domestic subjectivities) over others. 15
These methodologies of “new domesticities” have wide-reaching implications
for revisiting and rethinking “kitchen sink” painting and domestic narratives
in post-war social realism. For example, when exploring works of art that
address key domestic concepts such as the normative family or gendered
divisions of domestic labour, we need to account for whose artistic
perspectives are shaping these representations of home. This is not to say
that we must insist on knowing the artistic intention of depicting domestic
life, but instead it means resisting the replication of domesticity in art
galleries from the same privileged points of view, and also taking into
account what or who is not represented.

Figure 11.
Margaret Mellis, Woman and Fish II, 1957, oil on board, 76.2
x 54.6 cm. Collection of Jerwood Collection (JF 217). Digital
image courtesy of the estate of Margaret Mellis. Photo
courtesy of Jerwood Collection (All rights reserved).

Researching Margaret Mellis’ still life Red Flower (Fig. 8) in Sheffield’s
collection led me to examine her early works from the 1950s, including one
particular image, Woman and Fish II (Fig. 11). The painting depicts a woman
in an apron standing over a series of kitchen objects, including a fish in a
frying pan, a plate of sausages, a vase of flowers, and a basket. The woman
does not appear to be actively engaged with these items but instead
ambivalently presides over them.

Figure 12.
Jean Cooke, Early Portrait of John Bratby, R.A., 1954, oil on
canvas, 122 x 91.4 cm. Collection of Royal Academy of Arts
(03/850). Digital image courtesy of Royal Academy of Arts,
London (All rights reserved).

It is highly likely that Mellis knew about the “kitchen sink” painters. 16 Her
depiction of the domestic scene in Woman and Fish II with the use of an
awkward perspective (as Bratby often did) and her loose painterly brushwork
surely puts this work in proximity to the genre of “kitchen sink” painting—if
not as a part of it, then as a later reaction to it. Given that women at work in
the home was a common subject in “kitchen sink” painting (unusually, so
was depicting babies), it is important that Woman and Fish II is marked as an
underrepresented interpretation of domestic experience. To make this point,
Woman and Fish II has been borrowed for the exhibition in Sheffield from the
Jerwood Collection and placed near Bratby’s Jean and Table Top (Fig. 1).

Further research into Bratby’s painting, Jean and Table Top in Sheffield’s
collection, revealed another story: Bratby’s wife, Jean, who was also a
painter, painted interior scenes at the same time as her husband in the
1950s. In a striking work, Early Portrait of John Bratby (1954) (Fig. 12), Jean
painted John with an almost an identical composition to the image he made
of her in Jean and Table Top earlier that same year—but there are differences.
In her work, John appears comfortable at their breakfast table with his legs
crossed and the arrangement of two plates implies Jean’s recent company for
their meal. It is a far more relaxed and companionable image of domesticity
than Jean and Table Top, with John presented as an unassuming and casual
subject. Greg Salter has speculated that Jean’s depiction undermined how
John saw himself according to his many self-portraits. For Salter, John Bratby
negotiated his unstable masculinity within paintings of a domestic sphere
with which he couldn’t connect. Jean’s painting can be read as a remedial
interpretation of John’s unease at home, but also as a powerful reimagining
of her husband in the same pose she once assumed in his painting.
Jean and John were known to have a tempestuous relationship with several
sources indicating that he physically abused Jean. 17 A close friend of Bratby
has suggested that this was due to Jean’s artistic success in the early 1950s,
before John’s career was aligned to “kitchen sink” painting’s ascending fame.
Jean’s painting of John in many ways then seems a riposte to the painting her
husband made of her as a dull subject. Bratby once said, “I sometimes
painted my wife Jean Cooke as a particular person, not with affection. She
was someone to paint”. 18 In Early Portrait of John Bratby, we see a rare
moment in art history, with a corrective visual statement issuing from the
objectified artist’s muse. Here, Jean assumes authority by placing John into
the position he put her in, but softens his affect into a version she chose to
present to the viewer. Jean and Table Top will be in the Sheffield exhibition
side-by-side with a reproduction of Jean’s painting of John accompanied by
interpretation that compares these two paintings in order to—quite
literally—address another perspective of John Bratby’s “kitchen sink”
domesticity.
While the project at Sheffield will continue to undertake research into the
collection, the exhibition showcases how working with local groups can
impact on collections’ research and curatorial practice. By reflecting on the
personal and collective themes that materialised during the collaborations, a
valuable dialogic process emerged. In the exhibition, this is evident in the
interpretation where the groups’ comments are prominently displayed on the
artworks’ labels, showing the diversity of responses generated. A video area
in the gallery also features one of the groups of older adults sharing
anecdotes in a series of interviews about their memories of home in the
post-war period. Adjacent to the video is a display of the social history
collection objects that were used to stimulate their recollections. These items

also correspond to objects that feature in the works of art in the exhibition,
especially in the pop art works, including branded products and domestic
appliances. The groups were later invited to the gallery to see all of the
different communities’ contributions to the exhibition.
This opportunity provided an alternative means for local Sheffield residents
who did not typically engage with the museum or fine art to both access the
collection in a focused way and to develop a sense of ownership over the
cultural landscape of their city. The responses from the groups was
overwhelmingly positive in this regard with almost all participants suggesting
they would return to the museum again. From an institutional perspective,
this collaborative approach proved key in decentring traditional curatorial
authority as we developed the exhibition. It also enabled new research into
Sheffield’s post-war British art collection and new ways of engaging with
post-war British art history to showcase the missing stories embedded in its
public collections.

Footnotes
1

David Sylvester first used the term “kitchen sink” painting after seeing John Bratby’s work in 1953. He wrote, “the
post war generation takes us back from the studio to the kitchen … an inventory which includes every kind of food
and drink, and even the babies nappies on the line. Everything but the kitchen sink? The kitchen sink too.” David
Sylvester, “The Kitchen Sink”, Encounter, December 1954.

2

Only two exhibitions considered Peter Coker as a fifth artist in the group. See, Frances Spalding, The Kitchen Sink
Painters (London: Mayor Gallery in association with Julian Hartnoll, at the Mayor Gallery, March–April 1991, and The
Kitchen Sink Painters: John Bratby, Peter Coker, Derrick Greaves, Edward Middleditch, Jack Smith, Galerie Michael
Haas, Berlin, March–April 1995. Key publications which assume that the group consists only of the four male artists
include: James Hyman, The Battle For Realism: Figurative Art in Britain During the Cold War 1945–1960 (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 2001) and Lynda Nead, The Tiger in the Smoke: Art and Culture in Post-War Britain (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art, 2017).

3

Tim Hilton said “Was there a link between Kitchen Sink and RCA Pop? I think so.” See Tim Hilton (1988), as quoted by
James Hyman in Derrick Greaves: From Kitchen Sink To Shangri-La (London: Lund Humphries, 2007), 165.

4

Jean took Bratby’s surname when they were married in 1953 and used his surname on her works of art mostly in the
1950s until reverting to her unmarried name of “Cooke” on her husband’s insistence, so that their work would not be
confused. Jean Cooke is the name by which her work is known today. See, Andrew Lambirth, “Jean Cooke: Painter of
Wit and Subtlety”, The Independent, 11 August 2008, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/jean-cookepainter-of-wit-and-subtlety-890262.html.

5

I am indebted to the scholarship of Greg Salter for examining this topic in depth. See Greg Salter, Domesticity and
Masculinity in 1950s British Painting, unpublished PhD thesis, School of Art History and World Art Studies, University
of East Anglia, 2013.

6

Jack Smith, Ark [1960] as cited by Nead in The Tiger in the Smoke, 368.

7

John Berger, “For the Future”, New Statesman and Nation, 19 January 1952, 64.

8

See David Sylvester, “The Kitchen Sink”, Encounter, December, 1954.

9

With the exception of John Bratby, the artists changed technique and subject matter after 1956, moving towards
more abstract styles (Smith) or pop (Greaves). For a more detailed history of the last few years of the Kitchen Sink
artists, see Hyman, The Battle For Realism, 178–186.

10

See Salter, Domesticity and Masculinity in 1950s British Painting.

11

We are grateful to the residents of Gilbert Court and Applegarth Close and the Guinness Partnership staff for their
collaboration on this project.

12

According to the 2011 census, the largest post-war migrant group in Sheffield is the Pakistani community. Sheffield
also has large Caribbean, Indian, Bangladeshi, Somali, Yemeni, and Chinese communities. See “Sheffield’s
Population”, Sheffield City Council, 2011 Census, https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/home/your-city-council/population-insheffield.

13

For a database of twentieth-century BAME artists’ works of art in UK public collections, see “BAM National Collections
Audit”, led by Dr Anjalie Dalal-Clayton, Black Artists and Modernism, http://www.blackartistsmodernism.co.uk/blackartists-in-public-collections/.

14

For just a few examples of this scholarship see, Alexandra Kokoli, The Feminist Uncanny in Theory and Art Practice
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016); Angela Dimitrakaki, Gender, ArtWork and the Global Imperative: A Materialist
Feminist Critique (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013); Marsha Meskimmon, Contemporary Art and the
Global Imagination (London: Routledge, 2011).

15

For a fuller discussion of the kind of scholarship this approach encompasses, see the Special Issue of Oxford Art
Journal “Feminist Domesticities”, 40, no. 1 (March 2017) including the “Introduction: Feminist Domesticities”, by Jo
Applin and Francesca Berry, “Introduction: Feminist Domesticities”, Oxford Art Journal 40, no. 1 (March 2017): 1–5.
doi:10.1093/oxartj/kcx007.

16

Mellis’ husband at the time, Adrian Stokes, was close friends with the critic David Sylvester.

17

For more on this issue, see Salter, Domesticity and Masculinity in 1950s British Painting, 57.

18

John Bratby, as quoted by Greg Salter, Domesticity and Masculinity in 1950s British Painting, 45.
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Introduction
Over the past few decades, the study of art criticism has come to the fore as
one of the most promising new areas of art-historical research. This
development owes much to the policy undertaken by recently established
journals and related editorial initiatives. The journal Word & Image, launched
by John Dixon Hunt in 1985, opened the door to wide-ranging discussions of
the subject—from classical ekphrasis to the present day. In 1988, Norman
Bryson initiated a series of studies by French- as well as English-speaking
authors that was significantly named “Cambridge New Art History and
Criticism”. 1 In the following decade, Cambridge University Press sponsored
what was the first comprehensive attempt to make available to
contemporary scholars the wealth of critical material that was lying largely
unseen in the French periodical press of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. In 1991, under the general editorship of Francis Haskell, Neil
McWilliam and his colleagues produced two comprehensive bibliographies of
French Salon Criticism that covered the entire period extending from 1699 to
1851. 2 A pioneering example of the dividend that could be obtained from
such a thorough scrutiny of period criticism was Richard Wrigley’s The

Origins of French Art Criticism dating from 1993. 3 By this point, Michael Fried
was already arguing for a methodology that made use of critical material
with a view to challenging traditional strategies for interpreting visual works
of art. In his book Manet’s Modernism (1996), he claimed that the paintings
of Manet and his fellow painters could be best understood within the
terminology of a contemporary discourse of painting that had its own history,
rather than by paying exhaustive attention to the reading of individual
works. 4
This trajectory demonstrates the way in which art criticism has been brought
into the fold of art history, to some degree as a direct outcome of new
publishing ventures. But it is no accident that the foregoing examples relate
primarily to the study of French art history and criticism. A rather different
argument needs to be followed with regard to the case of British art criticism,
though it is equally clear that the task has been recognised as timely. At
least from the outset of the nineteenth century, the most significant art
criticism is coloured not so much by the influence of a critical discourse
embedded in past theory as by a direct and acknowledged acquaintance with
artistic practice. William Hazlitt is doubtless the first clear example of an
English critic who embeds within his writing the recollection of his own,
admittedly quite limited, experience as a painter. John Ruskin needs no
defence as an artist of exceptional talent in his own right. Indeed, the current
popularity of Ruskin, which is manifested in the many events of his
bicentenary year, sends a strong signal that criticism and creativity need not
be divorced. It is surely significant that Tate Archives have already developed

research projects on the papers of two critics who were also well recognised
as artists: Adrian Stokes, whose critical output mainly took the form of booklength studies with a historical component; and Robert Melville, whose
critical practice took the form of regular articles for The New Statesman and
The Architectural Review. The Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art has
recently struck out in this direction by acquiring the archive of Brian Sewell.
The combative critic of the Evening Standard surely had more column inches
at his disposal than any of his colleagues, and however debatable his
conclusions, his arguments were invariably well informed and challenging.
Such an acquisition is a striking way of proving the Centre’s commitment as
“the only archive repository in the UK formally acknowledged by the National
Archives as a collecting institution for the papers of art critics”. 5
This online presentation is an opening contribution to what will be an
ongoing series published in British Art Studies called “Animating the
Archive”. It is designed as a contribution to the context that has already
been briefly outlined here. It makes use of the distinctive possibilities
available through online publication in the belief that new technical features
can stimulate new directions of research. Rather than standing alone as a
polished piece of research, it also asks the question: what new avenues of
research in this particular area might we fruitfully take? It goes without
saying that these writings by an embryonic critic are not especially
significant in themselves. But the specific form in which they are presented,
ranging from journal notes through typescripts to printed publication, opens
up a material dimension that the online facility can present for scrutiny. What
is more, the documentary value of the critical comments is surely enhanced
by the fact that 1964 was indeed not just a “Year of Exhibitions”, but a year
in which several exhibitions of diverse but equivalent importance took place:
America’s current stars, Rauschenberg and Johns at the Whitechapel Gallery
(interspersed with Britain’s “New Generation”) and the unprecedentedly
broad Gulbenkian exhibition of recent international art at the Tate Gallery
that was upstaged (at least in this critic’s book) by the lucid and coherent
display achieved by documenta III at Kassel.
This focus on exhibitions brings to the fore another respect in which recent
art history has successfully incorporated a previously little studied, yet vital,
aspect of historical reception. Some of this interest may be traced to the
posthumous publication of Francis Haskell’s book, The Ephemeral Museum
(2000), subtitled “Old Master Paintings and the Rise of the Art Exhibition”. 6
Haskell had been assiduous in reviewing art exhibitions for various periodical
publications from the mid-1950s onwards. The unprecedentedly broad
display of French painting, De David à Delacroix, which opened at the Grand
Palais, Paris, in November 1974 provoked what was perhaps his most vivid
response. As he rightly noted, this was an art-historical milestone: it gave
“the first opportunity for a large European public to see some of the results

of this radical reappraisal of one crucial period of French art.” But the effect
was more momentous than that. As Haskell suggested in a striking phrase,
viewing such an exhibition was “an experience comparable with trying on a
new pair of spectacles”. 7 It is surely significant that Haskell chose to define
the change in perception in terms of a specifically technical modification.
When putting on a new pair of spectacles, we not only see new things—we
see everything differently.
The question then arises: how can such a vivid experience of art exhibitions
be incorporated into the history of art? One method which has proved its
worth is to recreate the ambiance of a past exhibition, ideally within the
space where it would have been originally installed. This was the
achievement of David Solkin’s 2001 exhibition Art on the Line, held in the
Great Room at Somerset House that had served for many years to house the
Annual Exhibition of the Royal Academy of Arts. 8 A judicious selection of
works was achieved, not claiming to reproduce any one exhibition but
carefully conserving the important distinctions of genre and scale in its
installation. Yet this enlightening show was in its turn, by its very nature,
ephemeral. The recent initiative of the Paul Mellon Centre, working in
conjunction with the Royal Academy, has been to put online, and make
permanently available, the catalogues of all the Annual Exhibitions that took
place at the Academy between 1769 and 2018. Utilising the resources of
digital display, this project makes it possible to view in considerable detail a
large proportion of the works that were placed on exhibition, while at the
same time facilitating many individual tracks of research into specific artists,
genres, and themes. 9
This present exercise in “animating the archive” is, of course, far more
limited in its scope. It is by comparison a minimal project, dealing with the
exhibitions of hardly more than one year and the writings of one critic. But it
will hopefully prove a stimulus to other exercises and experiments which are
suited to the possibilities of online commentary and display. The justification
for making these writings available is that they were indeed “eye-opening”
for me, and hopefully they still communicate something of the excitement of
my experience. I was at the time a graduate student at King’s College,
Cambridge, moving from Cambridge to Paris in autumn 1964, when I began
my second year of postgraduate research in the history of historiography.
The publications that offered me a platform as a critic were precisely those
that had welcomed Francis Haskell’s early reviews in the first years of the
1950s: the undergraduate literary magazine Granta, and The Cambridge
Review, published by Heffers (the university printer and bookshop), and
edited by a succession of postgraduates and younger fellows. By comparison
with professional critics writing for national newspapers and magazines, I
was allotted a generous amount of space, and managed to work out some of
the main parameters that would define the approach of my first book on

contemporary art, Experimental Painting (1970). 10 The unpolished character
of the texts perhaps makes it easier to discern the variety of stimuli that I
derived from my eclectic reading, as well as registering the impact produced
by the sight of so much exciting new work. My movement from the figurative
art of Bacon and Giacometti to the interpretation of Ian Hamilton Finlay’s
concrete poetry could be seen (quoting the words of one peer reviewer for
this feature) as “the story of a transformation in thinking”.
No attempt will be made to reproduce the many works of art that are cited.
What will be shown are reproductions of the catalogue illustrations. Since this
is essentially an archival project, the focus is placed specifically on the role
that these images played in accompanying and contextualising the critical
writings. With this end in mind, the successive compositional stages of a
review—involving a handwritten draft and a typescript—are also brought to
the fore. Extracts from a contemporary journal are shown in their original
form (and dramatised in a spoken recording) while samples of my own visual
work at the time are included. The form and design of the respective
exhibition catalogues will be a further feature that comes into prominence in
a particular series of images. As a necessary concomitant to the study of
exhibitions, the study of the extensive history of exhibition catalogues is now
attracting an increasing amount of attention. 11 My own concern with the
aesthetic and technical aspects of typography dates back to my school days.
My interest in the varieties of lettering was rekindled in the period covered
by this display. In their overall design and in their typography, the catalogues
that greeted the spectators of the 1960s can be understood to enshrine a
definite message of their own.

Figure 1.
X – A Quarterly Review, 1, no. 1 (Autumn 1959):
jacket. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

X
X was my point of entry into the world of art by way of little magazines. With
its generous format and list of contributors outlined in bold capitals, it caught
my eye among the periodicals displayed in the Winchester branch of W.H.
Smith. I was still at school in the autumn term of 1959, though my
forthcoming entrance to Cambridge had been confirmed by Christmas.
Having myself edited a school literary magazine, titled Ariel, I was intrigued
by the promise of this new publication. I subscribed to it for all of the
subsequent seven issues. X ceased publication in 1962.
What strikes me in retrospect is the point that X had adopted, from the start,
two major directions in policy that might be considered to be somewhat
disparate. On the one hand, it featured English figurative painting, with an

emphasis on the traditional genre of portraiture. On the other hand, it
published experimental writing of various kinds by European authors. This
approach testified to the adventurous and, in a certain sense,
complementary interests of the three editors. They were the South Africanborn poet David Wright, the Irish painter Patrick Swift, and the British poet
David Gascoyne, who maintained close connections with the French
surrealist movement. I noted in particular the focus (beginning in the first
issue), on the recent writings of Samuel Beckett and those of his less wellknown Swiss-born friend, Robert Pinget, who was one of the pioneers of the
French “nouveau roman”. Among visual artists, the Swiss-born painter and
sculptor, Alberto Giacometti, who had gained the attention of Parisian writers
like Jean Genet, also featured in this first issue with reproductions of
drawings and texts translated from French. In subsequent issues, several
painters associated (as was Swift) with the Beaux Arts Gallery in London
came into focus. Those who were given full-page black and white
photographic reproductions on coated paper included Francis Bacon, Frank
Auerbach, and Michael Andrews.
I would continue to keep up with the work of virtually all these figures. The
novels of Robert Pinget were the subject of my first major essay outside of
school and university publications (London Magazine 4, no. 7 [1964]). Before
1960, I had already had the opportunity of calculating the unexpected weight
of Auerbach’s paint-laden pictures when I helped to hang an Arts Council
travelling show of current work in the school museum at Winchester. I later
visited one of his exhibitions at the Beaux Arts in the early 1960s, and
enquired timorously about the price of his drawings. But I was scared off by
the piercing gaze of the gallery director, Helen Lessore, who enquired if this
suspiciously youthful visitor was acting on behalf of someone else! Michael
Andrews’ large painting, The Garden Party, became very familiar to me when
it was lent by the Gulbenkian Foundation to hang in the Dining Hall of
Rutherford College, when I joined the University of Kent in 1967. Together
with several other works by Auerbach, this splendid piece was discussed
(and illustrated in colour) in my book, Experimental Painting (1970).
Giacometti and Bacon were, however, the two artists whom I found most
challenging in the period leading up to 1964. This was unquestionably
because of their intense preoccupation with the issue of figuration, and the
radical approach they adopted to their respective media. In Experimental
Painting, I classed the works of both under the rubric of “Destruction”,
together with the “Autodestructive” art of Gustav Metzger. The other
directions that I chose to follow there were “Abstraction”, “Construction”, and
“Reduction” (a category that contained Johns and Rauschenberg).

Figure 2.
Stefan Themerson, Kurt Schwitters in England, 1940-1948,
(London: Gaberbocchus, 1958): jacket. Digital image
courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Early Readings
Two books that I acquired in 1960 and 1961 stand out as pointers to my
future interests.
I bought Stefan Themerson’s Kurt Schwitters in England in 1960 with prize
money from my performance in the Hawkins English Literature competition
at Winchester College. Published in 1958, this was an extraordinarily
ambitious experiment in book design, which faithfully mirrored the anarchic
versatility of the artist himself. Themerson himself later accepted our
invitation to come and speak on Schwitters to the Cambridge Society of Arts,
whose programme I organised jointly with Philip Steadman in 1962/1963. The
talk was notable for the fact that Themerson handed round some of the
collages and small, improvised sculptures that were illustrated in his book. I

reviewed some of the new publications by Themerson’s Gaberbocchus Press
in Granta, which was then still a student-run publication in Cambridge,
picking up on the point that “Gaberbocchus” was a translation of Lewis
Carroll’s “Jabberwocky” in order to exclaim: “Gaberbocchus still burbles as it
comes!”. Themerson later became a friend, and would contribute to a
thematic issue on “The Boundaries of the Humanities”, which I published as
Editor of 20th Century Studies in 1974.
Richard Hamilton published his typographic version of “The Bride Stripped
Bare by Her Bachelors, Even” in 1960. It was an expensive item. In a diary
entry of 23 August 1961, I stated that “Duchamp’s book of preparation for
the Bride etc.” was a purchase that I wanted to make: “because the creative
process is so important in an age without much spontaneity—and to an artist
without an art-form.” Luckily, a young woman whom I had met in the
Dordogne (while serving as English tutor to the children of Josephine Baker)
was working in a London bookshop. She obtained it for me at the trade price
late in 1961. Duchamp was then steadily acquiring a notoriety that he never
lost in subsequent decades. My copy suffered in the 1970s by being loaned
to students. One of them kindly supplemented the damaged article with a
new copy of the third edition, published in 1976 by the German practitioner
and theorist of typography, Hansjörg Mayer.
Besides allowing the reader to follow the intricate stages of the composition
of Duchamp’s “Bride” or Large Glass, the work could be considered as an
exercise in virtuoso typography, which drew attention to the eccentric
formation, as well as clarifying the conceptual message, of Duchamp’s
manuscript notes. The supporting essays by George Heard Hamilton and
Richard Hamilton were reserved to the end, and set very small in a uniform
sans-serif typeface.
I attached great importance to both Schwitters and Duchamp in interpreting
the art of the early 1960s. Both of them came to the fore in the first
paragraph of my review of the 1964 Rauschenberg exhibition. Both of these
books also called my attention to the infinite diversity of letter forms, and the
potentiality they held for expression, as well as communication. They helped
to inform my developing interest in concrete poetry (as signalled by my
essay of November 1964 in Image). Hansjörg Mayer was the first to publish
one of my concrete poems, in a portfolio of work by English-speaking poets,
which appeared in 1965.

Figure 3.
Richard Hamilton, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even. A Typographic Version of Marcel
Duchamp's Green Box, (London: Percy Lund, Humphries
& Co., 1960): jacket. Digital image courtesy of Michael
Blissett Photography.

Figure 4.
Richard Hamilton, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even. A Typographic Version of Marcel
Duchamp's Green Box, (London: Percy Lund, Humphries &
Co., 1960): 1. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

Figure 5.
Richard Hamilton, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even. A Typographic Version of Marcel
Duchamp's Green Box, (London: Percy Lund, Humphries
& Co., 1960): 1. Digital image courtesy of Michael
Blissett Photography.

Figure 6.
R.B. Kitaj: Pictures with Commentary, Pictures Without Commentary,
(Marlborough Gallery, London, 1963): jacket. Digital image courtesy of
Michael Blissett Photography.

Hosting Larry Rivers and Discovering Gombrich
My reaction to the exhibition of R.B. Kitaj at the Marlborough Gallery in 1963
was one of complete bafflement. I was entirely unprepared for the
iconographical complexity, bearing as it did on historical figures whom I
barely knew like Rosa Luxemburg and Walter Benjamin. Although I was struck
by the originality of his technique, I could not relate it to what I was
beginning to appreciate about the contemporary development of American
painting. Though I must also have noticed his presence in subsequent
exhibitions like documenta, where he was represented by his figure
drawings, I had little to say about them.

By contrast, I was responsive to the work of the American painter Larry
Rivers. This was probably because his profile was particularly high in Britain
at the time. He had given talks on the BBC under the title, “Larry Rivers: A
Self-Portrait”, which were published in The Listener (11 January and 18
January 1962). Of course, the talks themselves has been delivered without
visual illustrations. But Rivers had employed a striking verbal image to
convey the intended impact of his paintings. This clever vehicle of selfpromotion was probably what led us to invite him to give a talk to the
Cambridge University Society of Arts in autumn 1963. Rivers described the
shock effect that he wished to instil in his paintings as comparable to that of
taking hold of a deer by its antlers, and having the antlers break off
unexpectedly, thus remaining fixed in one’s hand. Rivers certainly did not
disappoint us on his visit to Cambridge, having mysteriously picked up a
woman companion on the train. In the middle of the modest meal which we
had prepared for him in our garret in Green Street, he exclaimed: “Now I’m
going to give myself away. Have you any Teachers?”
I had been bewildered at Kitaj’s reference in his Marlborough catalogue to
the obstructive attitude of the Warburg Institute. At the time, I had no
knowledge of this institution’s existence. Nonetheless, by far most important
theoretical stimulus to my critical writing in 1964 was Ernst Gombrich’s
collection of essays, Meditations on a Hobby Horse. Although this had been
published in 1963, I doubt whether I had read any of the essays before the
end of that year. My interest in Giacometti and Francis Bacon, much
advertised in my Munich notes of September 1963, followed quite different
lines. I was fascinated by Delacroix, both as a painter and as a writer. In fact,
it was precisely because of the lucidity of his introspective commentary that I
had begun to look closely at the quality of his paintings. I had also been
captivated, with reference to Giacometti in particular, by the philosophical
and humanistic interpretations of art elaborated by French authorities like
Genet and Sartre. Though it was published in Granta as late as autumn 1964,
my essay on Francis Bacon, which also involved Giacometti, clearly reflected
this reading.
Gombrich’s actual subject matter impinged hardly at all, at that time or
subsequently, on any direct treatment of the varieties of contemporary art,
let alone on the work of Rauschenberg and Johns, with which I was
confronted in 1964. But he drew on references to domains such as
experimental psychology in order to present a coherent and compelling
theory of representation as such. This soon appeared to me to be an
indispensable tool in coming to terms with the art of Rauschenberg in
particular. The essay that provided Gombrich with his memorable title was
uppermost in my mind when I wrote my essay on Rauschenberg for The
Cambridge Review.

A second essay from the same collection by Gombrich, titled “Expression and
Communication”, was no less important in stimulating the new ideas on the
interpretation of concrete poetry. These were developed for the first time in
my essay for Image, published in November 1964.

Figure 7.
Ernst Gombrich, Meditations on a Hobby Horse and
Other Essays on the Theory of Art, (London: Phaidon,
1963): jacket. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

Figure 8.
Cambridge Review, Book Number, (University of Cambridge,
1964): jacket. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

Englishness and Book Design
The paperback edition of Pevsner’s The Englishness of English Art was sent
to me for review early in 1964. My review appeared in Granta on 14 May
1964. While welcoming the chapters on “Perpendicular England” and
“Picturesque England”, I deplored the fact that no revisions had been made
to the section on “modern British painting”, which smacked too much of the
original date of publication in 1955. Pevsner had limited himself to a brief
mention of Christopher Wood, John Piper, and Eric Ravilious. I asked if he
could have given us “some rather more contemporary Aunt Sallies”?
Anglia TV, situated in studios in Norwich, chose to invite me as an art critic to
a couple of televised round tables on contemporary themes held in spring
1964. One topic on which I was asked to speak was the contemporary

exhibition of Rauschenberg at the Whitechapel Gallery in London. Also under
discussion between the participants in these broadcasts was Ernest
Hemingway’s vivid memoir of his experience of Paris in the 1920s, which
involved reminiscences of many of the outstanding artists living there at the
time.
The designer selected by Peregrine books for the new edition of Pevsner was
Herbert Spencer. Whatever Pevsner’s reservations about the direction of
post-war English art, this was a crisp, rectilinear design, forming a modernist
collage out of the geometrically arranged sans-serif titles and photographic
details of some of the historic buildings discussed. Spencer had founded the
magazine Typographica in 1949, and, in 1963, he published Dom Sylvester
Houédard’s article on the work of Ian Hamilton Finlay—the first discussion on
the subject of concrete poetry to appear in Britain.
The design of the book jacket of the Hemingway memoir commissioned by
Jonathan Cape was by the German-born artist Hans Tisdall, who had begun
working with them in the 1950s. Rather than adopting a specific typeface,
Tisdall devises an overall composition out of his hand-drawn lettering. His
distinctive letter forms were, however, ultimately converted into a typeface
by the epigrapher and letterer, Michael Harvey, a pupil of Reynolds Stone
and, as a stone-carver and letterer, one of the poet Ian Hamilton Finlay’s
most important long-term collaborators.

Figure 9.
Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness of English Art,
(London: Penguin, 1964): jacket design by Herbert
Spencer. Reviewed in Granta, 14 April 1964. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 10.
Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness Of English Art,
(London: The Architectural Press, 1956): jacket.

Figure 11.
Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1964):
jacket design by Hans Tisdall. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

A Visit to Munich
For a fortnight in September 1963, I visited Munich, staying in a student
house close to the artistic quarter of Schwabing which had been
recommended to me by a Cambridge friend. The ostensible reason for this
visit was to brush up my German, which had been neglected since a
perfunctory study for a few terms at school. I was beginning my second year
as a postgraduate student, having narrowed down my field of study to the
French politician, historian, and man of letters, Prosper de Barante. It had
been impressed upon me by my supervisor, Herbert Butterfield, that the
ability to read German academic texts was a prerequisite for anyone wishing
to investigate the issues of the history of historiography.
I did take this mission very seriously, to the extent of bringing a copy of the
works of the early nineteenth-century German dramatist Georg Büchner with
me, and reading through his play on the rivalries of the French Revolution,
Dantons Tod (Danton’s Death). I had probably become acquainted with the
writing of Büchner because another of his plays supplied the plot for Anton
Berg’s opera, Wozzeck. But this was not the only text that I was studying in
Munich. I also brought with me the Pléiade edition of the work of Benjamin
Constant, the French liberal politician and author, who was at one stage a
close ally of Barante. The third, and probably the most absorbing, of my
sources for study was, however, my edition of the Journal of Delacroix.

Perhaps it was the repeated perusal of this extraordinary record of
Delacroix’s inner life that impelled me to write my own journal, which
commented retrospectively on the first ten days of my visit to Munich.
This interest in Delacroix’s intimate writings was undoubtedly touched off by
visiting the centenary exhibition of his paintings in the Grande Galerie of the
Louvre. The exhibition opened in May 1963, and I would have seen it in the
early summer, when I was also following the critical reception of this major
artistic event. My copy of the catalogue still contains a cutting from The
Times of 6 August 1963, titled “The Debt that Modern Painting Owes to
Delacroix”, in which reference is also made to “the active intelligence so
manifest in the Journal”. But it was of course Delacroix’s art, and not his
writing, that galvanised me initially, and indeed it was one painting in
particular: his Femmes d’Algers dans leur appartement (first displayed at the
1834 Salon in Paris).
I penned a rapid sketch of this painting on the reverse of a letter which bears
the date 27 June 1963. It shares the little sheet of paper with a list of book
references that include Büchner and the Delacroix Journal, as well as
featuring a few other titles relevant to my impending visit to Munich: a
German Dictionary and Erich Heller’s well-known study of modern German
philosophers, Disinherited Mind. But the selection of this particular painting
for my own amateurish efforts at reproduction can surely be explained by the
fact that I had seen one of Picasso’s virtuoso variations on the same work,
dated 1955, in the Picasso exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 1960. In January
1964, I was still experimenting with this motif, this time in watercolour,
though I decided to cut out only the two right-hand figures in the
composition from what must have been an unsatisfactory whole. Two oil
paintings, one small and the other large in scale, eventuated from this series
of studies, though by that point any reminiscence of Delacroix’s original
painting was far from obvious.
The two sketches are illustrated here to underline a point which also
becomes clear in my journal. At the same time as I was pursuing my German
reading agenda, I was painting my own topographical watercolours of the
city and its surroundings. I had been accumulating similar studies for several
years, and so was able to make retrospective comparisons, for example,
between the subject of the Frauenkirch seen from the “English Garden”, and
a previous view of the Edinburgh skyline seen from Inverleith House. I
expressed the feeling that these Munich studies were the best that I had ever
done. Not surprisingly, this enthusiasm over my own paintings spills across
into my commentary on the art that I was discovering at the same time in
the Munich galleries, from Dürer and Altdorfer to Erich Heckel. And it is
evident in my empathetic description of some of the architectural
monuments around the city, such as the Nymphenburg Palace and the
rococo Theatine Church.

As regards my art criticism, the journal makes a prediction that was not
fulfilled: “My articles on Delacroix and Giacometti are just about ready to
write.” My prior experience of the major Giacometti exhibition at the Beyeler
Gallery in Basel was indeed, as can be seen in my entry, the first vivid
recollection that was prompted by the writing of this journal. But the point
remains that both Giacometti and Delacroix continued for a while to be
central points of reference for my critical work. This is made very clear in my
subsequent article on Francis Bacon for Granta (17 October 1964), which
takes the work of both artists as points of reference for understanding the
historical significance of his art. My short “Note from Paris” (Granta, 28
November 1964) also picks up on “recent remarks” by Giacometti in favour
of “Pop art”. Finally, in my Experimental Painting (1970), I once more
approached the work of Bacon by way of Giacometti and Delacroix.

Figure 12.
Stephen Bann, Schloss Nymphenburg, Munich, watercolour, 1963.
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Figure 13.
Stephen Bann, Journal recording the author's travel,
in Munich, Belfort, and Basel during September
1963.
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Figure 14.
Stephen Bann, Journal recording the author's travel,
September 1963.
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Figure 15.
Stephen Bann, Journal recording the author's travel,
September 1963.
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Stephen Bann, Journal recording the author's travel,
September 1963.
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Figure 17.
Stephen Bann, Journal recording the author's travel,
September 1963.

Figure 18.
Exhibition catalogue, Eugène Delacroix: 1798-1863 Exposition
du Centenaire, Louvre, Paris, May-September 1963, (Paris:
Ministry of Cultural Affairs, 1963): jacket.

Figure 19.
Eugène Delacroix, Study for “Les Femmes d'Alger”, pastel, 28 x 42 cm.
Collection of the Louvre Museum, Paris (MI890). Reproduced in Eugène
Delacroix: 1798-1863 Exposition du Centenaire, (Paris: Ministry of Cultural
Affairs, 1963).

Figure 20.
Eugène Delacroix, Les Femmes d'Alger, 1834, oil on canvas, 74 x 93 cm.
Collection of the Louvre Museum (MD 2015-9). Reproduced in Eugène
Delacroix: 1798-1863 Exposition du Centenaire, (Paris: Ministry of Cultural
Affairs, 1963).
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Figure 21.
Stephen Bann, Les Femmes d'Algers, ink sketch after Eugène
Delacroix. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.
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Figure 22.
Stephen Bann, Les Femmes d'Algers, watercolour
sketch after Eugène Delacroix, 13 January 1964.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Figure 23.
Stephen, “Rauschenberg and Representation”, The Cambridge
Review, 85, no. 2072, 7 March 1964: 333.
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Figure 24.
Stephen, “Rauschenberg and Representation”, The Cambridge
Review, 85, no. 2072, 7 March 1964: 335.
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Figure 25.
Stephen, “Rauschenberg and Representation”, The
Cambridge Review, 85, no. 2072, 7 March 1964: 336.

Figure 26.
Robert Rauschenberg: Catalogue of Paintings, Drawings and Combines
1949-1969, Whitechapel Gallery, February–March 1964 (London:
Whitechapel Gallery, 1964): jacket.

Figure 27.
Robert Rauschenberg: Catalogue of Paintings, Drawings and Combines
1949-1969, Whitechapel Gallery, February–March 1964 (London:
Whitechapel Gallery, 1964): 3.

Figure 28.
Robert Rauschenberg: Catalogue of Paintings, Drawings and Combines
1949-1969, Whitechapel Gallery, February–March 1964 (London:
Whitechapel Gallery, 1964): plates 22–23.

Figure 29.
Robert Rauschenberg: Catalogue of Paintings, Drawings and Combines
1949-1969, Whitechapel Gallery, February–March 1964 (London:
Whitechapel Gallery, 1964): plates 24–25.

Arts in Cambridge
Cambridge was an excellent place to be in the early 1960s, as far as modern
and contemporary art were concerned. The resources of the Fitzwilliam
Museum had been supplemented by the initiative of Jim Ede, who from 1956
had reconstructed the cottages of Kettle’s Yard and filled them with his
personal collection of British and International Modernist art. I was a frequent
visitor. The Faculty of Architecture, under whose wing the History of Art was
blossoming into a degree subject, was headed by Sir Leslie Martin, architect
of the London Festival Hall, and the former collaborator with Naum Gabo and
Ben Nicholson in the Circle group of the 1930s. It was in the newly built
faculty lecture theatre at Scroope Terrace that the Society of Arts, organised
by Philip Steadman and myself, held many of its meetings with invited
speakers over the years 1963–1964.

Cambridge also possessed, at the time, the only exhibition gallery outside
London which was directly sponsored by the Arts Council. Its programme
included important shows of contemporary British artists such as the
“Situation” painters (so named by the critic Lawrence Alloway), which held
an exhibition there not long after their first manifestation as a group in
September 1960. I myself began to publish reviews of current exhibitions in
1962–1963 as an editor of Broadsheet, the roncotyped magazine edited by
students, which covered the full range of artistic events taking place
throughout the city. Though I took time off to praise the occasional London
exhibition, such as Kokoschka at the Tate in October 1962, I was mainly
focused on covering what was shown at the two commercial galleries in
Cambridge (Heffers and the King Street Gallery) and, in particular, the Arts
Council Gallery itself. It was through Muriel Wilson, the custodian of the latter
and wife of the architect and collector Colin St John Wilson, that I then began,
in 1964, to contribute very brief notes on the occasional Cambridge shows to
the London-based magazine, The Arts Review.
The corollary was that I also began to write much longer reviews of London
shows for a Cambridge-based publication. The Cambridge Review was a
broadly based “Journal of University Life and Thought”, priced at 1 shilling,
which was published every Saturday during term. It had two editors,
changing yearly, and in spring 1964, it was edited by two young English
literature dons: Pat Rogers, an eighteenth-century specialist who later made
his career in the United States; and David Morse, a modernist who moved to
the University of Sussex. I can only suppose that I proposed to one of them
that I should write an article on the work of Rauschenberg. But their
acceptance must also have been a measure of the considerable stir which
the exhibition had caused when it opened at the Whitechapel Gallery in
February 1964. I opened my review with a quotation of the artist’s “widely
publicised statement”. Before the exhibition concluded at the Whitechapel, I
had been summoned to the television studios of Anglia TV at Norwich to take
part in a critics’ forum at which the work of Rauschenberg was under
discussion.
There can be no doubt that the reading of Gombrich’s essay, “Meditations on
a Hobby Horse”, had provided the interpretative framework for my review.
But its message was reinforced from the start by a remark that I had gleaned
from an interview with Giacometti, which explained that “real hair could
never serve to give the impression of hair on a statue.” No less relevant to
my earlier enthusiasms was the suggestion that Rauschenberg should be
placed “in the lineage” of Duchamp and Schwitters. What must be less
obvious is the cross-fertilisation from my doctoral research. This comes
across in my analogy between Rauschenberg’s desire to integrate the object
and the development of the mise en scène of French theatre in the Romantic
period. 12 The final quotation from Ernst Fischer’s The Necessity of Art

provides a somewhat incongruous conclusion in emphasising the “magical
quality of representation”. 13 But as an enthusiast for the critical writings of
Michael Fried, I look back with interest on my development of the proposition
that “the Rokeby Venus … remains magnificently self-absorbed”. 14
The courteous reply that I received from Anton Ehrenzweig on sending him a
copy of my Rauschenberg review was a much appreciated dividend.
Ehrenzweig was one of the speakers whom we had invited to speak at the
Society of Arts. He had delivered a fascinating paper, related to his special
interest in textile design, on the subject of the dangers of ‘over-precise
visualisation in the arts’. This would later appear in a definitive version in his
highly influential book of essays, The Hidden Order of Art, published
posthumously in 1967.
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Figure 30.
Letter from Anton Ehrenzweig to Stephen Bann, 22 April 1964.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Figure 31.
Letter from Anton Ehrenzweig to Stephen Bann, 22 April 1964.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

“Coletville” 1B Colet Gardens, London, W.14. Riverside 9471
22.4.64 Dear Mr. Bann, I have returned to your paper several
times making rather slow progress. It is a good paper dealing with
a very important problem that also exists in sculpture. I agree
with your high evaluation of Rauschenberg, your comparisons
between him & Dachamp & Schwitters. I feel that the early work
will become increasingly important ex post; once we have
appreciated Rauschenberg’s mastery over the “intact” painted
surface we will begin the same “intactness” in the earlier work
where real objects seem to, but in fact do not, upset the painted
surface. Your most perceptive statement – to my mind – is your
thesis that the real objects alternate between being sucked into

the canvas & appearing as 3-dimensional objects. I like your
comment on the value of the chair as a real object and as an
adjunct to the painted surface; also your reference to real objects
as parts of the decor. In a Reinhart production of Goldoni’s “Der
Diener Freier Herren” (The Servant of two Masters) chairs were
painted on to the backcloth. The servant brought in also a “real”
chair, but proceeded to sit down on a “painted” chair (which
involved a gymnastic feat as there was nothing to support his
behind). Reinhart thus insisted that the painted chair was more
real and promising of rest than the 3-dimensional chair. What I
mean to say the use of 3-dimensional objects in theatre decor
must be designed by an artist of Rauschenberg’s calibre who can
– sometimes at least – annihilate the difference between 2 and
three dimensions. I am sure that after modern Bayreuth (without
real objects like the dragon) there will be a return to
Rauschenberg. May I say that the manipulation (or annihilation)
of commonsense space belongs to the core of all visual art and –
in a different sense – even to music. You have certainly tackled a
vital problem in an original and instructed way. With my best
wishes Yours Anton Ehrenzweig

View this illustration online
Figure 32.
Stephen Bann, “Bomberg, Picabia and the New Generation”,
The Cambridge Review, 85, no. 2075, 9 May 1964: 402.
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Figure 33.
Stephen Bann, “Bomberg, Picabia and the New Generation”,
The Cambridge Review, 85, no. 2075, 9 May 1964: 403.

The New Generation
Coming directly after the Rauschenberg show, the exhibition of the “New
Generation” of British artists in March–May 1964 confirmed the Whitechapel
Gallery as the most exciting venue for contemporary art in London. Its
Director, Bryan Robertson, had in fact begun his career as an exhibition
organiser when managing the art gallery which occupied the top floor of
Heffer’s main bookshop in Cambridge. Nor was Cambridge unaware of the
success which he had achieved at the Whitechapel. An editorial in Granta
noted that: “the government’s competition for the Tate Directorship is taking
place […] secretly.” The editor, presumably Reg Gadney, noted: “it would
appear that Mr Bryan Robertson is a clear favourite; certainly his success at
the Whitechapel merits every accolade that is available.” 15

Granta had already pinned its colours to the mast by inviting one of the “New
Generation” artists, the painter Anthony Donaldson, to design a series of
front covers for the magazine, based on a grainy black and white photograph
of a nude.
My earlier piece for The Cambridge Review had been not so much a critical
review of the Rauschenberg show as an essay that probed the theoretical
concept of representation. In this shorter piece, I attempted a round-up of
what seemed to me to be the most significant of the art exhibitions that were
taking place in London in spring 1964. Besides focusing on the show at the
Whitechapel, I considered what had been exhibited at what was probably
London’s most prestigious commercial gallery, the Marlborough in Bond
Street. I also took note of what was being shown in the nearby premises of
the non-commercial Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) in Dover Street. To
some extent, I viewed the assignment as a way of engaging with other
critics: David Sylvester, with whom I disagreed about the comparison
between Bomberg and Soutine; David Thompson, whose choice of the words
“toughness” and “ambiguity” coincided with my own intuition about the
collective strengths of the New Generation; and indeed Guillaume Apollinaire
whose comments on Picabia’s Orphist pictures (not actually shown at the
ICA) had already struck a responsive chord.
I was clearly conscious of the difficulty of writing about three such disparate
shows. Bomberg and his school had already become well known to me, since
my subscription to X magazine had attracted me to the exhibitions of the
Beaux Arts Gallery. Picabia was more of an unknown quantity, apart from
what I had been able to glean from Apollinaire’s brilliant writings on Cubism.
But I can recognise here in the structure of the review the early development
of my tendency to advance the critical argument by means of a formal
comparison. Having drawn the sharp contrast between Bomberg and Picabia,
I then argue that the New Generation have nothing whatever in common
with Bomberg, but will gain in significance if seen in the context of the
historical avant-garde as exemplified by Picabia. This enables me to put a
new gloss on some of David Thompson’s acute characterisations, with which
I was broadly in agreement.
I can think of no obvious reason for my decision to bring in the concept of
“psychical distance”, which had been published just over fifty years prior and
derived from the work of the Cambridge aesthetician, Edward Bullough.
Probably my reading of Gombrich had alerted me to the need for a
conceptual, and even scientific, base to judgements involving aesthetic
appreciation.

Figure 34.
The New Generation: 1964, Whitechapel Gallery, March–May 1964
(London: Whitechapel Gallery, 1964): jacket.

Figure 35.
Granta, 69, no. 1236, 14 May 1964. Jacket image by Anthony
Donaldson.

Art in London and Kassel
These two pieces published in Cambridge in October 1964 had awaited the
revival of Granta and The Cambridge Review at the beginning of the new
academic year. Both had been written during the course of the summer, and
my visit to documenta had taken place some weeks after the opening of the
exhibition on 27 June.
My essay on Francis Bacon was, in effect, the culmination of my project of
writing on Delacroix and Giacometti, which had hung fire since the previous
year. I invoked both of these artists in order to provide a broader historical
context for Bacon’s mode of figuration. My reading of another of Gombrich’s
works, in this case Art and Illusion (1960), provided a theoretical point of
departure for an examination of Bacon’s “specifically painterly method”. I

had become interested in Bacon’s work as a result of my visits to the Beaux
Arts Gallery and my early subscription to X. I gave my copy of the issue of X
featuring Bacon to Michael Peppiatt, then a Cambridge undergraduate. At the
time, Peppiatt was editing an issue of the occasional magazine, Cambridge
Opinion, on British contemporary art. He later became the major authority on
the life and work of Bacon. 16
As I was already living in Paris by the beginning of October, I was unable to
see proofs. Working from hand-written copy may explain howlers in the
printed text like Delacroix’s “Massacre of Chivs”. The last lines of the article
were unaccountably omitted and had to be inserted in ink in my own copy.
No precise identification is given for the photographs of the paintings by
Bacon, which had been obtained from Marlborough Galleries. In fact, they
date from 1964 and show what was clearly intended at the time to be a
triptych of Bacon’s friend and fellow painter, Lucien Freud. These three large
portraits have subsequently been dispersed. The right-hand painting was
presented by Marlborough to the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. The left-hand
painting, now in the Forbes collection, was shown at Tate Britain in the early
months of 2018.
Bacon, however, was also represented by five paintings in the large
exhibition, Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54–64, which was held at the
Tate Gallery in April–June 1964. I did not review this exhibition, no doubt
partly because of the Cambridge publishing schedules, but also perhaps
because I found my visit to be a frustrating experience. Beyond any doubt,
this was the richest and most comprehensive British showing of
contemporary art to date. Yet my reactions coincided precisely with those of
a review I later discovered by Patrick Reyntiens: “twice as many works of art
apiece as they should, each work being twice as large as it should be for
comfortable viewing and as capriciously lit as any South American baroque
church.” 17 These works had been selected, at the invitation of the
Gulbenkian Foundation, by Alan Bowness (shortly to become Director of the
Tate), Lawrence Gowing, and Philip James (Director of Art at the Arts Council).
But the introductory “notes” to the catalogue were anonymous and (to me)
appeared somewhat alienating: “Abandon the philosophic guides. The idea of
expression and the idea of the artist as someone in communication with us
through some code that we can decipher are inadequate to the situation.” 18
This was not a sentiment that I was inclined to take seriously. But it was the
“impression of cluttered riches” generated by the layout of the exhibition
that perturbed me most, and provided the greatest possible contrast to the
subsequent experience of documenta. I had witnessed a rather hasty
exposition of the previous documenta in 1959, since our enterprising school
art teacher, Grahame Drew, showed us without comment the vast number of
slides that he had taken there. But documenta III was a much more

considerable event, consolidating the position of this Hessian city on the
fringes of the Western bloc as the foremost showcase for contemporary art in
the post-war world. The rationale of the exhibition, carefully explained by its
director, the art historian Werner Haftmann, was certainly “more didactic
than anarchic.” 19 But its success was due, above all, to the resourceful way
in which this didactic rationale was underpinned by an inspired utilisation of
the city sites.
As my review testifies, the achievement of documenta III was to set new
standards for the very concept of an exhibition of modern and contemporary
art. In part, this was a matter of financial resources. Reyntiens assessed the
budget of the Gulbenkian show at £35,000 whereas documenta III cost
“roughly £150,000” by my estimate. But it was also a question of visual
realisation. Kassel provided several commodious and traditional spaces: the
Museum Fridericianum, which had indeed been at its origin one of the first
publicly accessible museums in Europe, and the later Alte Galerie, which was
chosen by Haftmann to house an unprecedentedly broad display of modern
and contemporary drawings. The Orangerie and the park surrounding it were
devoted to the theme of “Painting and Sculpture in Space”, giving unstinted
spatial provision to large pictures as well as to major items of sculpture. In
short, ideal conditions were provided for close attention to detail, as well for
exciting environmental effects. I continued to return to documenta in
subsequent years, noting in particular the exhibitions of 1968 and 1972.

Figure 36.
Stephen Bann, “Francis Bacon”, Granta, 69, no. 1238, 17
October 1964: 6. Illustrated is Francis Bacon, Study for Portrait
of Lucian Freud, 1964. Courtesy of the estate of Francis Bacon
(All rights reserved / DACS 2019).
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Stephen Bann, “Francis Bacon”, Granta, 69, no. 1238, 17
October 1964: 7.
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Stephen Bann, “Francis Bacon”, Granta, 69, no. 1238, 17
October 1964: 8.

Figure 39.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964), Vol. 1, Malerei Skulptur: front cover.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 40.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964), Vol. 1, Malerei Skulptur: back cover.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 41.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964), Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen: front cover.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964), Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen: back cover.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 43.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964) (Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen): 410. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964) (Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen): 411. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 45.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964) (Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen): 102. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 46.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964) (Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen): 103. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 47.
Exhibition catalogue, documenta III, June–October 1964 (Kassel: Hessische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964) (Vol. 2, Handzeichnungen): 384. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Stephen Bann, “Documenta III at Kassel”, The Cambridge
Review, 10 October 1964, 21. Digital image courtesy of
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Stephen Bann, “Documenta III at Kassel”, The Cambridge
Review, 10 October 1964, 22. Digital image courtesy of Michael
Blissett Photography.
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Stephen Bann, “Documenta III at Kassel”, The Cambridge
Review, 10 October 1964, 23. Digital image courtesy of
Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 51.
Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54/64, Tate Gallery,
April–June 1964 (London: Shenval Press, 1964): jacket. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54/64,
Tate Gallery, April–June 1964 (London: Shenval Press, 1964):
46. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 53.
Exhibition catalogue, Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54/
64, Tate Gallery, April–June 1964 (London: Shenval Press,
1964): 47. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

Figure 54.
Granta, 69, no. 1240, 28 November 1964: jacket.
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Figure 55.
Stephen Bann, “A Note from Paris”, Grants, 69, no. 1240, 28
November 1964: 15.

Kinetic Art and Concrete Poetry
My “Note from Paris” in Granta (28 November 1964) was hardly more than a
footnote to my earlier essay on Francis Bacon, which had been misprinted
without its final sentences in the magazine the month before. But in citing
the names of Vasarely and Schöffer in opposition to those of Bacon,
Giacometti, and Rivers, I was reflecting a significant shift in my own critical
focus which had begun to take place during the summer months. Reg
Gadney, the editor of Granta, whose “note on Agam” (the Paris-based Israeli
artist) occupied the remainder of the two-page spread, had introduced me to
the milieu of Parisian kinetic art over the summer period. In company with
Philip Steadman, we had visited Paris and enjoyed the hospitality of
Gadney’s friend, Frank Malina, an American rocket scientist who had

relocated to the city and was pursuing his own variety of kinetic painting.
Our immediate mission that summer was to compose a special issue of
Image. This was a new magazine published in London by Kingsland Prospect
Press, with production values superior to Granta, for which Steadman was
editor and art editor. Its planned focus was on kinetic art and concrete
poetry. My own part in this project was, in the first instance, to compile two
short articles on artists with South American connections: José María
Cruxent, a noted Venezuelan archaeologist who spent part of each year in
Paris developing his exquisite light boxes; and Gregorio Vardanega, an
Italian-born sculptor in perspex whose artistic career had begun in Argentina
before he took up residence in Paris in 1959.
I moved to Paris for a long period of residence in early October to pursue my
historical research on Prosper de Barante. But I was also eager to continue
furthering my interest in the contemporary area. My listing of appointments
for October and November contains (in addition to a note of two tickets for
the first Paris performance of the Rolling Stones 20 ) indications of meetings
with Malina, Cruxent, and the historian of modern art who had already
established himself as a leading critic of the kinetic movement, Frank Popper.
There was, however, a second aspect to this new critical agenda. Paris was
also home to the elderly poet, Pierre Albert-Birot, the publisher some of
Apollinaire’s most famous calligrammes and who was still (as I discovered) at
the centre of experimental activity. The special issue of Image, published at
the end of November 1964, was billed under the dual title “Kinetic Art:
Concrete Poetry”. Mike Weaver, a Cambridge friend who was completing his
doctorate on the poetry of William Carlos Williams, was responsible for the
second emphasis. He had effectively drawn my attention to the burgeoning
international phenomenon of concrete poetry, which (like the kinetic
tendency) drew on deep roots in the avant-garde movements of the early
twentieth century.
Of particular importance to my critical writing, and my artistic life, at this
time was the connection that I began to establish with the Scottish concrete
poet, Ian Hamilton Finlay. Mike Weaver had invited me to travel with him and
his wife on a visit to Edinburgh to meet Finlay in late August 1964. This
meeting resulted in a correspondence which would endure almost to the end
of Finlay’s life in 2006. 21 Weaver was by this stage well advanced in
planning for a Cambridge venue the First International Exhibition of Concrete,
Phonetic and Kinetic Poetry (28 November–5 December 1964), whose
catalogue formed an insert into the late November Granta. As I was resident
in Paris for the autumn months, I was not able to assist in the mounting of
the exhibition. However, I contributed an additional essay on concrete poetry
to the special issue of Image, which was available by the time of its opening.
I must have been dubious about the way in which the Introduction to the
exhibition Painting & Sculpture of a Decade, held at Tate Gallery that spring,

had dismissed the “idea of expression and the idea of the artist as someone
in communication with us through some code.” At any rate, my chosen guide
in the interpretation of concrete poetry was indeed Gombrich’s essay on
“Expression and Communication” (from Meditations on a Hobby Horse). I
employed Gombrich’s analysis (and more particularly the notion of “semantic
space” borrowed from the psychologist C.E. Osgood) as a means of exploring
the manipulation of typography for semantic purposes that occurred in the
poems of Finlay and other concrete practitioners.
The connection that I established with Finlay, and his consistently warm
reception of my critical writing, encouraged me to write concrete poems of
my own. The Cambridge show provided the first opportunity to display one of
these works in public. 22 A school friend, David Maclagan, was completing a
postgraduate degree in the painting department of the Royal College of Art
at the time. He resourcefully accessed the printing facilities of the college,
and produced a small edition of screen prints of my ORANGE poem, one of
which was duly exhibited in the show. Even when I was a resident in Paris,
Finlay did not hesitate to keep me up to date with his own publications. In a
letter of 17 November 1964, he professed himself “delighted” that Telegrams
from my Windmill, his second compilation of concrete poetry, had arrived
safely.
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Anonymous lover, anonymous lover, Stephan Bann, Reg Gadney, Frank
Popper, Phil Steadman and Citroen in Paris, 1964. Digital image courtesy
of Richard Hardwick.
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Stephen Bann, “Communication and Structure in Concrete
Poetry”, Image, November 1964: 8. Digital image courtesy of
Michael Blissett Photography.
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Stephen Bann, “Communication and Structure in Concrete
Poetry”, Image, November 1964: 9. Digital image courtesy of
Michael Blissett Photography.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964, envelope.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964.

Figure 61.
Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Telegram, 1964.

Figure 65.
Stephen Bann, ORANGE poster poem, exhibited
Cambridge, 28 November–5 December 1964. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, Jasper Johns, Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture,
1954-1964, Whitechapel Gallery, December 1964 (London: Whitechapel
Gallery, 1964): jacket.
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Exhibition catalogue, Jasper Johns, Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture,
1954-1964, Whitechapel Gallery, December 1964 (London: Whitechapel
Gallery, 1964): plate 13. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, Jasper Johns, Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture,
1954-1964, Whitechapel Gallery, December 1964 (London: Whitechapel
Gallery, 1964): plate 14. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, Jasper Johns, Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture,
1954-1964, Whitechapel Gallery, December 1964 (London: Whitechapel
Gallery, 1964): plate 47. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.
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Exhibition catalogue, Jasper Johns, Paintings, Drawings and Sculpture,
1954-1964, Whitechapel Gallery, December 1964 (London: Whitechapel
Gallery, 1964): plate 48. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett
Photography.

Jasper Johns at Whitechapel
An inscription on the first inside page of my catalogue indicates that I saw
the exhibition of Jasper Johns at the Whitechapel Gallery on 12 December
1964. I soon wrote enthusiastically about it to Ian Hamilton Finlay. I had
returned from Paris to Cambridge at the beginning of the month, and was to
spend Christmas at my parents’ house in Yorkshire. It was over the holiday
period that I wrote the first draft of my review of the exhibition in longhand.
The revised and typed version was then produced, very probably with the aid
of one of the Cambridge typists who specialised in theses and other
academic copy. The text was then sent to Alan Ross, Editor of the London
Magazine. He had published my essay on the novelist, Robert Pinget, in the
issue of October 1964. I must have had some intimation that a review of the

Johns show would be welcomed, but it was not published. I returned to Paris
in the New Year. The typed version must simply have been filed, until I
discovered it by chance in the archive of the London Magazine in the Harry
Ransom Library, University of Texas.
I suggest that the review may be worth rescuing from oblivion and publishing
in this context for two reasons. Most obviously, it forms a counterpart to my
earlier essay on the Rauschenberg exhibition, and extends my thinking about
the issues of representation provoked by these two American artists at the
time of their first extended showing in Britain. I begin by commenting on the
fact that the work of Rauschenberg stands out, even when seen in such
crowded circumstances as those of documenta III or Painting & Sculpture of a
Decade at Tate Gallery. Johns had indeed been represented by three
paintings at documenta III and by five at the Gulbenkian (including a Flag, a
Map, and a Target). But I had passed them over without comment in my
review of documenta III.
The second reason is more difficult to define, but I had not yet at this point
learned to use a typewriter. My texts were handwritten, and incorporated
numerous insertions and crossings out. This manuscript is fully legible, but it
contains the traces of the odd phrase that has been modified in the process
of writing, and of a further revision that has taken place after the text was
completed. Several further revisions must have been attempted before the
text was ready for the typist. The manuscript therefore reveals, from time to
time, what I had decided not to say.
For instance, in the first paragraph I fall back on a well-known analogy to
outline the radical difference between Johns and Rauschenberg. The Oxford
don, Isaiah Berlin, had published (for the first time in 1953) a celebrated
piece which was later much republished, under the title “The Hedgehog and
the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s View of History”. This a comparison between
Tolstoy (the hedgehog) and his fellow Russian Dostoevsky (the fox). Making a
similar comparison enabled me to draw an initial distinction between the two
American artists. Yet, I rightly resisted the temptation to make it
inappropriately concrete (manuscript: “Johns is the hedgehog, making
progress in quiet stages, yet mostly seen rolled into a ball”; typescript: “and
consolidating every advance”).
Given that critical judgements necessarily proceed by comparison, I then
elucidate what I acknowledge to be Johns’ achievement as a “master of the
pictorial surface”. The judgement first of all involves dismissing comparisons
with other “adjustments between surface and material”: namely those of
Max Ernst and Francis Bacon. It was doubtless my recent stay in France that
led me to invoke the name of Jean Fautrier, a painter whose work did not
feature at all in documenta III or in the Gulbenkian show, but whose last
mistress I met at a dinner party given by Parisian friends. In the draft, I pass

rather too quickly over the definition of the “ontologic” quality as suggested
by Michel Conil Lacoste, stating simply “it is there because it is there”. In the
typescript, I am rather more explicit, using the more careful definition of the
term to prepare for the seeming paradox that Johns associates “vegetable
fluency of pigment with the introduction of subject matter”.
There is one section of the manuscript where a slight reinforcement of the
rhetoric clearly betrays another oblique reference to my own contemporary
experience. A propos of Johns’ use of stencilled letters, I suggest in the
handwritten text: “If a certain conjunction of signs goes to make up the word
ORANGE, then the spectator is likely to transpose it into terms of colour.”
This sentence gains a greater immediacy when it concludes: “then the
spectator leaps at once to consideration of the colour”. As far as I can see,
Johns had confined himself in the Whitechapel show to referencing (and
painting in formal rectangles) only the primary colours, RED, YELLOW, and
BLUE. But I must have been bearing in mind the very recent manifestation of
my ORANGE poster poem.
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Stephen Bann, “Jasper Johns”, unpublished
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Stephen Bann, “Jasper Johns”, unpublished
typescript, London Magazine archive, December
1964: 3. Digital image courtesy of Harry Ransom
Center, University of Texas, Austin.

View this illustration online
Figure 80.
Stephen Bann, “Jasper Johns”, unpublished
typescript, London Magazine archive, December
1964: 4. Digital image courtesy of Harry Ransom
Center, University of Texas, Austin.
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Figure 81.
Stephen Bann, “Jasper Johns”, unpublished
typescript, London Magazine archive, December
1964: 5. Digital image courtesy of Harry Ransom
Center, University of Texas, Austin.

Typography and Exhibition Catalogues
So many of the publications included in this feature are notable for their
innovative and expressive uses of typography. I can date my own interest in
typography and book design back to my schooldays in the late 1950s. A
printing press was discovered in the Museum at Winchester College and my
seniors industriously put it to good use in printing a Book of Prayers for
Evening services in the Chapel. The book was printed in Eric Gill’s Perpetua
typeface, with Romulus Initials. My own achievement at the press was an
excessively elaborate personal bookplate. I became more familiar with the
mechanics of book production when editing the school’s literary magazine,
Ariel, in 1960. Here, there could be no question of influencing the layout or

typography to any great degree, since the process was controlled by the
printer: “Warren & Son Ltd, General and Commercial Printing and
Publishing”. 23 An original design for the cover allowed each issue to have a
certain degree of visual impact. But, for the most part, visual interest was
confined to the display of advertisements that appeared throughout the
pages of the magazine, which were supplied in the form of ready-made
blocks. For the issue of summer 1960, I managed to acquire full-page adverts
from sources that ranged from the Royal Navy to Olivier Fine Virginia Tobacco
and Madame Prunier’s Restaurants (London and Paris). Though graphically
undistinguished in the main, these adverts enabled the school magazine to
cover its costs more effectively than others with which I have been
subsequently associated.
The exhibition catalogues reproduced here testify to a general shift in
practice, beginning in the 1960s, which was starting to condition the
processes of critical writing and publication. Writing a rough draft in
manuscript, and perhaps producing or commissioning a type-written script,
had been previously the prelude to typesetting undertaken by the printer,
and was then followed in due course by the editor or author’s review of the
proofs. But in the course of the mid-1960s, a significant change in practice
was taking hold. New typefaces, technically known as “neo-grotesque sansserif”, were beginning to achieve widespread penetration, the most
prominent among them being the Swiss designer Adrian Frütiger’s “Univers”
font. Conceived as an essentially neutral, visually unencumbered medium of
communication, this typeface was originally released in 1957. Its rapid
dissemination was partly due to the fact that it facilitated the use of a range
of different weights and sizes of lettering. However, another decisive
advantage was the fact that it subsequently became available for photosetting (the so-called “photo-lithographic” process), and thus effectively
bypassed the traditional route of text being set by the printer in “hot metal”
type.
My selection of publications dating from 1964 (and a little before) illustrates
this decisive shift, which transferred a major role to the graphic designer in
conditioning the reception of critical texts, and indeed in framing the
reproduction of the works of art themselves. A major exhibition catalogue
like the Arts Council’s Picasso (held at the Tate Gallery in 1960) had
employed sans-serif type sparingly, reversed in white on the front cover for
the one-word title, and subsequently used for the titles of works and
headings throughout the text. Continuous passages of writing were still set in
traditional type, though the lining to the right margin of continuous prose did
convey an overtly “modern” approach. By contrast, the great centenary
exhibition of Delacroix, held at the Louvre in 1963, had a catalogue whose

cover still drew on a curious medley of different typefaces, resolutely
centred, and ranging from “Display” capitals to a Gothic “Paris” redolent of
the world of Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris!
A clear example of the use of the new Swiss typography to enshrine a total
vision comes with the documenta III catalogue of 1964. This vision not only
underwrites the utility of the catalogue as an educational document, but also
contrives to promote a cultural and historical view of the significance of the
exhibition as a whole. Arnold Bode (1900–1977), who had initiated the
concept of the “documenta” in the West German city of Kassel, was an
architect, painter, and designer as well a curator. Having himself been
removed from his employment by the Nazis in the 1930s, he conceived this
series of major exhibitions as a means of reconnecting his own country, and
Western Europe as a whole, with a modernist tradition which had been rudely
interrupted during the Second World War. The two-part catalogue for the
1964 documenta was designed in his own studio, and made use of the range
of possibilities opened up by the new typefaces to achieve an exemplary
clarity in the design both of general documentation and of continuous prose.
The bold red and blue squares dominating the two covers differentiate the
two major aspects of the exhibition, while endorsing a generic view of
modernism as being clearly identified with geometric abstract art.
The British catalogue that probably comes closest to this total vision is the
one which was designed for Painting and Sculpture of a Decade, held at the
Tate Gallery under the auspices of the Gulbenkian Foundation in 1964.
Credited with the design on the first page of text are Edward Wright
(1912–1988), who then headed the Graphic Design department at Chelsea
College of Arts, and his younger colleague Robin Fior (1935–2012). Both the
design of the cover itself, with its hand-drawn numerals and embossed
effect, and the provision of brown, slightly corrugated endpapers, anticipate
a highly individual but disciplined approach, which is borne out by the
rigorous distribution of text and images. The latter are placed invariably on
right-hand pages facing the documentation, which itself ingeniously exploits
the varying weights of the sans-serif type.
The Gulbenkian catalogue was produced by Shenval Press, a small printer
mainly located in Harlow, Hertfordshire, which was advertising itself at the
time as “specializing in typographic design and fine colour reproduction”. 24
Another regional printer, Tillotsons of Bolton, Lancashire, had already
produced in 1963 what must surely have been the most sophisticated
catalogue to date for any one-man exhibition at a London commercial gallery.
Gordon House (1932–2004) was an artist and member of the London
“Situation Group”, as well as working as a graphic designer. His design for
the Kitaj one-man exhibition, Pictures with Commentary, shown at
Marlborough Fine Art in February 1963, is an impeccable exercise in

deploying the new typography, which does not compete for attention with
the excellent photographic illustrations of Kitaj’s work (themselves produced
from blocks made by Engravers Guild Limited).
It is however noteworthy that the four exhibition catalogues produced for
shows at the Whitechapel Gallery in 1964 do not fit the prescription of having
a named designer, who follows the protocols of the new typography. To judge
from the byline that occurs only the last of the series (Jasper Johns), Bryan
Robertson chose to employ the London-based printer, Foss & Cross Ltd,
which had a long record of printing official posters and leaflets, such as the
guide to the South Bank Exhibition of 1951. These Whitechapel catalogues
remain traditional in their typography, but their individuality is expressed in
the other features that they hold in common. For one thing, they all adopt an
identical small square format, with a striking image on the cover, whether of
a specific work (in colour for Rauschenberg and Johns) or of a featured artist
portrayed by a professional photographer (Bert Stern for Kline, Lord Snowdon
for Bridget Riley). Apart from the text on the slender spines, no exhibition
title or artist’s name appears on the outside of the catalogues. But Robertson
was doubtlessly right in thinking that the Whitechapel “brand” would be
highly recognisable in this distinctive format.
The broader field of art book design was also being influenced during this
period by the intervention of major graphic artists. The Peregrine paperback
edition of Nikolaus Pevsner’s The Englishness of English Art that appeared in
1964 contained no significant revisions—as far as the visual arts were
concerned—to the original text published in 1956. But the new edition
benefited from a striking collage-style cover, including bold sans-serif titles,
which was designed by Herbert Spencer (1924–2002). Editor of the
magazine, Typografica, from 1949 onwards, Spencer had been foremost in
facilitating the discussion, and so promoting the use, of the new typography
in Britain. In Typografica 8 (1963), he was also responsible for publishing the
first article to appear in Britain on the practice of concrete poetry (dom
sylvester houédard’s “Concrete Poetry and Ian Hamilton Finlay”). 25 But the
enduring legacy of book design in Britain over this period is also
demonstrated by the wholly different approach of the German-born designer,
Hans Tisdall (1910–1997), who progressed from textile art to designing book
jackets for the publisher, Jonathan Cape. His striking cover for Hemingway’s
A Moveable Feast (1964) is a demonstration of his distinctive “brushstroke
style” of hand-drawn lettering. As late as 2001, the epigrapher and letter
designer, Michael Harvey, who acted as one of Ian Hamilton Finlay’s most
successful collaborators for almost half a century, succeeded in adapting the
“Tisdall script” to create a new typeface.

Footnotes
1

In his Introduction to the first volume of the series, Bryson commented: “all art history needs to do is […] take from
literary criticism everything of service to itself”, see Norman Bryson, Calligram: Essays in New Art History from
France (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988).

2

See Neil McWilliam (ed.), A Bibliography of Salon Criticism in Paris from the Ancien Régime to the Restoration
1699–1827 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); and Neil McWilliam (ed.), A Bibliography of Salon
Criticism in Paris from the July Monarchy to the Second Republic 1831–1851 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991).

3

Richard Wrigley, The Origins of French Art Criticism: From the Ancien Régime to the Restoration (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1993).

4

Michael Fried, Manet’s Modernism: Or, The Face of Painting in the 1860s (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1996).

5

PMC NOTES, no. 6 (May 2016), 5.

6

Francis Haskell, The Ephemeral Museum: Old Master Paintings and the Rise of the Art Exhibition (London: Yale
University Press, 2000).

7

Francis Haskell, “A Century Reassessed”, Times Literary Supplement 3811, 21 March 1975, 297.

8

See David H. Solkin (ed.), Art on the Line: The Royal Academy Exhibitions at Somerset House, 1780–1836 (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001).

9

Mark Hallett, Sarah Victoria Turner, and Jessica Feather (eds), The Royal Academy of Arts Summer Exhibition: A
Chronicle 1769–2018 (London: Paul Mellon Centre, 2018), https://chronicle250.com/.

10

See Stephen Bann, “Reading Back from Experimental Painting”, in Bronac Ferran and Elizabeth Fisher (eds), “The
Experimental Generation”, Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 42, nos 1–2 (March–June 2017): 54–65.

11

See Cecilia Hurley Griener and Claire Barbillon (eds), Le Catalogue dans tous ses états (Paris: École du Louvre, 2015).

12

My source for this material was Marie-Antoinette, Allévy, La mise en scène en France dans la première moitié du dixneuvième siècle, (Paris: E. Droz, 1938).

13

This book by the veteran Austrian Marxist Ernst Fischer had first appeared in an English edition in 1963, and attracted
some criticism for its insistence on the “magical” antecedents of art. It was republished in a paperback edition in
2010, with an Introduction by John Berger.

14

Cf. Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 1980).

15

Granta 69, no. 1236, 14 May 1964, 1. Reg Gadney was one of three editors, but was concerned particularly with the
coverage of matters relating to the visual arts. It was Gadney who commissioned Anthony Donaldson to design the
series of covers which would notionally have added up to a complete nude figure.

16

Cambridge Opinion 27, a special number titled “Modern Art in Britain”, came out in 1963. It contained contributions
from a remarkable range of artists, including the “Situation” group, the school of Bomberg associated with the Beaux
Arts Gallery, David Hockney, and Anthony Caro. The critic Lawrence Alloway also provided an essay.

17

Patrick Reyntiens, Blackfriars Review, July 1964.

18

Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 1954–64, Tate Gallery, April–June 1964, 46.

19

I relied for my quotations from Dr Haftmann on an English translation of the Foreword to the catalogue which was
provided by the Press Office.

20

The verdict of the press on the day following this uproarious occasion was “some seats broken, one attendant slightly
wounded”.

21

See Midway (2014) and Stonypath Days (2016).

22

A proof of this edition was accepted as a gift to the national collection at the Tate in 2018. It joined a selection of my
other ‘poem-prints’, produced with the aid of different collaborators, which date from the late 1960s, 1970s, and
1980s.

23

This company, based in Winchester, did however advertise a connection to Taylor & Francis of London, which has
over time become a printer and publisher of major international importance.

24

See the advertisement on the back cover of The London Magazine 4, no. 7, October 1964. This magazine was also
printed by Shenval.

25

Typografica 8 (1963): 47–62.
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Transatlantic Transactions and the Domestic
Market:
Agnew’s Stock Books in 1894–1895
Barbara Pezzini and Alan Crookham
Abstract
This article is part of the Objects in Motion series in British Art Studies, which
is funded by the Terra Foundation for American Art. Projects in the series
examine cross-cultural dialogues between Britain and the United States, and
may focus on any aspect of visual and material culture produced before
1980. The aim of Objects in Motion is to explore the physical and material
circumstances by which art is transmitted, displaced, and recontextualised,
as well as the transatlantic processes that create new markets, audiences,
and meanings.

This essay uses the case study of a prominent firm of art dealers, Thos.
Agnew and Sons (Agnew’s), to present a methodological discussion of how
digital tools can be used to investigate circulation and transnational
exchange in the historical art market, highlighting how these tools offer new
ideas and opportunities for research, but also present tensions and
contradictions. The essay focuses particularly on the dynamics of Agnew’s
transatlantic art trade, and seeks to present analysis of the firm’s financial
data within a nuanced and contextualised historical narrative about the
cross-cultural movement of art between Britain and the United States. The
principal data is drawn from Agnew’s London Stock Books, and its
interpretive framework builds upon a recent collaborative pilot project
between the National Gallery and King’s College London, which resulted in a
database that records these transactions, investigates financial information,
traces works of art, and identifies the biographical information and
geographical locations of buyers and sellers. The essay, ultimately, aims to
clarify how a top-tier, successful, and well-established dealership operated.
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from ‘The Rock’, 1934

Introduction: The Project, its Context, and Methods
The digital realm is rapidly transforming the research resources available to
scholars, an evolution in evidence across the field of art history. This change
was, at first, operational: as the use of the Internet became more widespread
from the late 1990s onwards, galleries, museums, libraries, and archives
started to publish their catalogues online using the platform of their
institutional websites. 1 Then, in the first decade of the twenty-first century,
projects were developed to digitise selected items from library and archive
collections. 2 Such projects enabled researchers to gain remote access to flat,
digital surrogate images of archival material, and the scope of these
digitisation projects has only increased in recent years, with more images
being added to websites across the world; attention is now turning to the
examination and extraction of the data contained in those flat images. 3
Whilst the analysis of large quantities of data is a well-established
phenomenon in the social sciences, scholars of disciplines that traditionally
did not use data analysis methodologies have recently identified the
research possibilities contained within flat digitised images. These new
methods of investigation are contributing to fresh areas of research, often
described under the umbrella term of the “digital humanities”. For example,
these digitisation projects have brought great advances in the field of art
market studies where, especially thanks to the pioneering work of Pamela
Fletcher, Anne Helmreich, and the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles,
digital and statistical approaches have elucidated the cultural significance of
the art market, namely, its complex connections with scholarship, public
collecting, and the circulation of art. 4 This article both draws upon and
advances these studies by examining a recently digitised data set relating to
an important British dealership, Thos. Agnew and Sons (Agnew’s), in the
years 1894 and 1895. Beyond the obvious fact that a pilot project implies
working with only a sample of data, the authors have focused on this timeframe because it illustrates a momentous time in the history of the firm,
when it opened up their sales from the British to the American market.
The project is deeply rooted in archival evidence. In 2014, the National
Gallery Research Centre acquired the Agnew’s archive. This was a significant
acquisition: this dealer has a history dating back to 1817 and their archives
date from the 1840s. 5 The Agnew’s archive was catalogued between 2014
and 2016 using a CALM database, commonly used for cataloguing archival

material, and the resulting finding aid was placed online in April 2016. The
National Gallery Research Centre then considered how to make the resources
in the Agnew’s archive more widely available in a digital format. Because of
their importance, both historically to the business of the firm and currently as
the main reference source for enquiries to the archive, the nine picture stock
books that covered the years from 1853 to 1919 were the first portion of this
archive to be digitised and placed as a free-to-consult, open access resource
on the National Gallery’s website. 6 The stock books contain a wealth of
information and each entry usually records some or all of the following
information: stock number, date, artist, subject, from whom purchased,
amount purchased for, sale estimate, to whom sold, date of sale, amount
sold for, initials of seller, branch, or further references (Fig. 1).
View this illustration online
Figure 1.
Thos. Agnew & Sons, Picture Stock Book, 1891–1898. Collection of The National
Gallery, London (NGA27/1/1/8). Digital image courtesy of Digital facsimile
courtesy of The National Gallery (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).

Although published on the web, the data within these fields remained
embedded within the flat images of the digitised stock books; therefore the
experience of reading the stock books online merely mimicked the
experience of accessing the material in the archive without any of the
advantages, such as free searches and multiple points of entry, that digital
platforms offer. 7 To develop and enhance the digital possibilities offered by
such data, the Research Centre then embarked on a collaboration with King’s
College London (KCL) in a pilot project with the objective of transforming the
flat imagery depicting historical transactional data within the Agnew’s stock
books into a structured resource. 8 This project had the potential to answer
some initial research questions but also, moving forward, to inspire an array
of qualitative and quantitative research questions in different fields. The
project oversaw the construction of a pilot database by KCL Digital Lab,
which was then populated by transcribing, and enriching, a sample set of
data from the current manuscript form into a digital format in a prescribed
set of data fields. The data was taken from Stock Book 6 and covered the
purchases of 1894 and 1895 in their entirety. In constructing the framework,
the project team was mindful of the principles set out in the CIDOC-CRM
standard and chose transactions as the key element around which the other
pieces of data were then organised. 9

Figure 2.
Screen capture from the pilot database for transcription of Agnew's Stock
Books, a collaboration between the National Gallery and King's College,
London. Digital image courtesy of Barbara Pezzini.

The database’s search function returns a number of hits that can be delved
into to see the transaction data alongside details of the work of art (Fig. 2).
The database also presents a map of historic geographical locations of the
works, together with images of the relevant page of the stock book and,
when possible, an image of the art work itself. Image-linking is a unique
aspect of this project, which falls outside the scope, at least initially, of many
projects of database creation from written source documents. This
enhancement, although time-consuming and sometimes not possible to
complete as works of art are currently lost or listed with not enough details
to be identifiable, it has provided an unprecedented visual insight into a
dealer’s stock and, by extension, enables us to make larger arguments about
patterns of buying and selling, as well as identifying visually the taste of the
network associated with Agnew’s in these years. This essay contains a
bespoke visualisation that displays the works from the stockbooks identified
so far, alongside those yet to be found, and their metadata (Fig. 3).

View this illustration online
Figure 3.
Chart illustrating pictures purchased by Thos. Agnew and Sons in the years
1894 and 1895, Illustrations are shown for all works that have been traced.

Whereas the pilot database allows scholars to formulate many research
questions from multiple entry points, this essay focuses on profiling Agnew’s
at a specific moment of the firm’s historical development, exploring
particularly the role that the firm played in the dissemination of British art in
the United States and investigating its contribution to the transatlantic art
trade, a phenomenon which saw the transfer of many major works of art.
This is a well-known history and the object of much scholarly attention, but
no study so far has measured systematically Agnew’s contribution to it:
earlier studies on the American market have taken a more general approach
or focused on other dealers, most notably on the dominant role that Joseph
Duveen and his firm Duveen Brothers played in this market during the early
twentieth century. 10
The methodology of this study draws upon a seminal—but also
controversial—essay in art market studies: Thomas Bayer and John Page’s
investigation of Arthur Tooth & Sons, based on the firm’s 1870 and 1871
stock books. 11 Bayer and Page used quantitative methodologies from the
field of economics to interrogate Tooth’s stock and shed new light on topics
such as the firm’s profit margins, the range of artists they represented, the
popularity of different genres sold, and the relationships between these
variables. This analysis allowed Bayer and Page to draw a number of
conclusions about the roles that nineteenth-century dealers played in
creating art markets and shaping artistic practice. Although Bayer and Page’s
essay was undoubtedly ground-breaking, concerns were voiced by other
scholars, particularly Anne Helmreich and Robert Jensen, about its limited
scope, the absence of context, and of other primary sources within which the
data was analysed. They also noted that a relatively small sample of data
(Tooth’s records and Christie’s auction sales) was used to speak for the
entirety of a multifaceted, complex social phenomenon such as the
nineteenth-century British art market. 12
This article adopts the econometric methodological approach of Bayer and
Page but also considers financial data within broader contexts to understand
Agnew’s business model during a specific time-frame. In doing so, it seeks to
avoid the methodological shortcomings of Bayer and Page and bears witness
to the impossibility of creating a picture of an art firm without consulting
different archival sources and employing different methodologies.

Bayer and Page’s useful econometric methods are adopted in this article to
analyse the financial and geographical data from Agnew’s stock books to
address the following questions: what kind of stock did Agnew’s hold in
London in 1894 and 1895; which artists, and of which nationalities, did
Agnew’s purchase in the greatest numbers; to which nationalities did
Agnew’s sell? Furthermore, what volume of Agnew’s stock—and at what
profit margins—were sold to American clients; and how did these compare to
the UK or the rest of the world; which nationalities, genres of painting, and
artists were popular with clients originating from different geographical
locations; and what were the geographical or cultural origins of buyers and
sellers? Addressing these questions when analysing the data helps us to form
a nuanced and contextualised historical narrative about the cross-cultural
movement of art between Britain and the United States via Agnew’s during
1894 and 1895. The data analysis relating to such an important dealership
also clarifies how Agnew’s operated as a business whilst elucidating the
financial importance of American clients to the firm and the firm’s influence
in setting market trends. In addition, this article presents a reflection on the
use of digital tools to investigate transcultural exchange and the circulation
of objects in the art market, showing how digital investigations offer new
opportunities for research, but also raise new tensions and challenges.
Alongside the figures supporting our analysis, this article includes a
dashboard that allows readers to search our dataset, as an open resource,
and create their own visualisations.
View this illustration online
Figure 4.
Interactive dashboard displaying pictures purchased by Thos. Agnew and Sons
in the years 1894 and 1895, data collected in a collaborative pilot project
between the National Gallery and King’s College London.

Agnew’s in 1894 and 1895
In 1894, Agnew’s operated from three branches—London, Manchester, and
Liverpool—and was approaching its sixtieth year as an independent firm. The
company had a long history and an illustrious past. Agnew’s founder,
Thomas Agnew Senior, had moved from Liverpool to Manchester in the early
1810s, working first as an apprentice of general curiosity trader Vittore
Zanetti, becoming his business partner in 1817, and taking sole control of
the business in 1835. 13 In 1851, when his sons William Agnew and Thomas
Agnew Junior joined him in partnership, the firm took the name “Thos. Agnew
and Sons”, which was soon popularly shortened to Agnew’s. 14 The
operations of Agnew’s in the early years of the century have been associated
with the formation of an entrepreneurial middle-class identity and

consumption habits. 15 From the 1850s to the 1870s, the firm operated
within an ample but consistent circle of buyers, dealers, agents, and private
and public collectors, and was active both in secondary resale as well as in
the primary trade, that is, selling new art bought directly from artists. 16 At
that time, Agnew’s stock drew heavily from the Royal Academy Summer
Exhibitions and it specialised almost exclusively in paintings by living British
artists (such as Richard Ansdell, John Everett Millais and John Linnell) with a
preference for modern-life subjects and British landscapes. In the early
1880s, Agnew’s started to deal more consistently in “deceased British
masters” – artists such as Thomas Gainsborough, Joshua Reynolds, George
Romney and John Hoppner, as well as European old master paintings—the
firm’s connections with the Royal Academy Old Masters Winter exhibitions
and with the National Gallery were instrumental to this new direction. 17

Figure 5.
Joshua Reynolds, George Capel, Viscount Malden and Lady
Elizabeth Capel, 1768, oil on canvas, 181.6 x 145.4 cm. Collection
of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Gift of Henry S.
Morgan, 1948 (48.181). Digital image courtesy of The Met (CC0
1.0).

By 1894, Agnew’s was an established third-generation family business, with
William Agnew still at its helm—he was to retire on 31 December 1895. 18
William’s senior business partner was his nephew Lockett, the elder son of
Thomas Agnew Junior, who took second place in the firm when his father
died in 1883. 19 The two sons of William Agnew, George and Morland, were
William and Lockett’s junior partners. The third generation of male Agnews in
the firm—George, Morland, and Lockett—was very different from the first:
born with considerable wealth, they were educated at Cambridge University,
and enjoyed the sports and hobbies of the landed gentry. 20 The Agnews
were extremely well connected; as Joseph Duveen’s biographer, Meryl
Secrest, remarked, “[Agnew’s] contacts with the British aristocracy were
legendary”. 21 When William Agnew was granted a title in 1895, his oldest

son George became “issue” of a Baronet and would inherit the title himself
at his father’s death. 22 The accepted narrative of Agnew’s at the fin-desiècle privileges such aristocratic connections, depicting them as high-end
dealers in old masters and eighteenth-century British art, who facilitated the
flow of costly masterpieces from the British aristocracy to the American art
market. Undoubtedly, many of the works that left Britain for the United
States in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century—such as
The Godsal Children by Hoppner (Huntington Museum, California), Frances
Duncombe by Gainsborough (Frick Collection, New York), and Viscount
Malden and Lady Capel by Reynolds (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)
(Fig. 5)—did so through Agnew’s books. And undoubtedly a cursory reading
of the stock books shows that from the 1880s onwards, Agnew’s sold
pictures to major American collectors and dealers, including New York’s
Morgan family, Samuel Avery, and George A. Hearn; Philadelphia’s John G.
Johnson and P.A.B. Widener; Pittsburgh’s Henry Clay Frick; and Memphis’s
John H. McFadden. But how important was the American trade for
Agnew’s—both qualitatively and quantitatively—and what role did the
American market fulfil within Agnew’s business? An analysis of the data in
the stock books is one route to answering these questions.

Data Analysis
Volume
Agnew’s was an active, growing firm during this period: in 1894, it purchased
297 pictures and in the following year the volume of purchases grew by
nearly one-third (32 per cent) to 393. Its business was principally grounded
in Britain. In both years, the artists purchased by Agnew’s were mostly
British: 79 per cent both in 1894 and 1895 (Fig. 6). Dutch (10 per cent),
Italian (7 per cent), and French (3 per cent) artists composed the remaining
21 per cent, whereas other nationalities totalled only 1 per cent. Over the
two-year period, the artists most frequently sold were “deceased masters”:
George Morland (32 pictures), Joshua Reynolds (32 pictures), George Romney
(31 pictures), Thomas Gainsborough (26 pictures), and John Constable (26
pictures)—the only living artist sold with some frequency was Edward BurneJones (11 pictures). Other living artists such as Frederic Leighton
(1830–1896), John Everett Millais (1829–1896), Nino Costa (1826–1903), and
Charles Perugini (1839–1918) were sold by the firm; these modern sales,
however, were occasional and the artists selected were well-established and
aged in their late fifties and sixties, showing a firm that was moving away
from the modern art market of emerging artists. This fact is also confirmed
by the low number of pictures that Agnew’s purchased at the Royal Academy
Summer Exhibitions: only one work in 1894, The Head of the Loch by Peter
Graham (1836–1921), a negligible amount compared to the some fifty works

that the firm had bought there in 1870. 23 Agnew’s sold a relatively small
pool of genres—the paintings in their stock can be broadly classified into:
landscape; portrait; genre; allegory and mythology; religious pictures; and
animal painting. 24 Of these, the most popular category was,
overwhelmingly, landscape, which represented 43 per cent of the stock in
1894 and 1895. It was followed by: 25 per cent portraits and 23 per cent
genre; whereas allegory and mythology, religious pictures and animal
painting lagged well behind at 3 per cent each. Finally, Figure 7 illustrates
the most lucrative genres—this graph places the dominance of landscapes in
number into perspective by showing that portraits emerge as an important
category for the business.
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Figure 6.
Waffle chart showing pictures purchased by Thos. Agnew and Sons in the years
1894 and 1895, grouped by genre.

View this illustration online
Figure 7.
Pie chart representing gross profit of sales from pictures purchased by Thos.
Agnew and Sons in the years 1894 and 1895, grouped by genre.

In 1894 and 1895, like in earlier decades, the suppliers of Agnew’s
pictures—their sellers—were almost exclusively British: 92 per cent in 1894
and 93 per cent in 1895 (Fig. 8). Among these, the auctioneer Christie’s was
a principal source of stock, it provided Agnew’s with 59 per cent of its
purchases in 1894 and with 35 per cent in 1895; this decrease is likely due to
the exceptional number of high-quality sales that occurred in 1894, such as
the Hope and the Eastlake collection sales. In 1894 and 1895, Agnew’s
suppliers had the following composition: 54 per cent auctioneers, 23 per cent
other art dealers, 16 per cent private clients, and 7 per cent artists; whereas
the firm’s clients were: 63 per cent private buyers, 32 per cent art dealers, 3
per cent auctioneers, and 2 per cent museums (Fig. 9). This distribution
demonstrates that in these years Agnew’s ran principally a retail operation,
that is, the firm bought “wholesale” at auction and sold to private purchasers
for their personal use rather than for resale, although they also supplied a
significant amount of works to other dealers. Agnew’s utilised auctions for
resale of their stock only as a last resort, when the firm could not sell works
in any other way. In fact, the few works sold at auction all incurred a loss. The
firm’s buyers were also principally British: they accounted for 79 per cent of
purchases, followed by 11 per cent Americans and 9 per cent French,
whereas buyers from the rest of Europe only totalled the remaining 1 per
cent (Fig. 10). Because of its relatively low volume, it may appear that the

American market was of secondary importance for the firm, but when profit
is taken into account, the significance of the American market becomes
evident.
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Figure 8.
Waffle chart showing pictures purchased by Thos. Agnew's and Sons in the
years 1894 and 1895, grouped by seller nationality.
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Figure 9.
Waffle chart showing pictures purchased by Thos. Agnew's and Sons in the
years 1894 and 1895, grouped by seller type.
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Figure 10.
Waffle chart showing pictures sold by Thos. Agnew's and Sons in the years
1894 and 1895, grouped by buyer nationality.

Profit
Agnew’s dealt with large quantities of capital for an art business of its day
and had a high rate of inventory turnover. According to the stock books, in
1894, Agnew’s spent a total of £160,163 on buying pictures and brought in
£179,845 from revenues overall, even accounting for expenses and other
sources of income, the margin of £19,682 allowed for a large profit from the
trade in pictures (Fig. 11). 25 This was a very large amount at a time when
£700 provided a very comfortable upper-middle-class annual salary. 26 Yet
1895 proved an even better year: the total profit for Agnew’s then was
£36,119 based on expenditure of £282,268 and income of £318,387. 27
These figures, however, must be considered as merely indicative, as some of
the paintings sold in 1894 and 1895 are noted in the stock books as being
acquired in earlier years, and, in addition, the sale of paintings was only one
sector, albeit important, of the firm’s business, which also included framing,
conservation, and the sale of other types of art, as well as many curatorial
services such as transport, storage, hanging, and re-hanging of pictures. 28
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Figure 11.
Bar chart showing the gross profit from sales of pictures purchased by Thos.
Agnew's and Sons in the years 1894 and 1895, grouped by artist nationality.

Were some genres more profitable than others? In absolute values, across
1894 and 1895, portraits were the most profitable genre, bringing an income
of £222,156 against an expenditure of £184,237 and thus a profit of £37,919.
Landscape fared less well, with £169,128 against £160,883, and a profit of
£8,245; genre painting brought in £68,134 against £60,702, and a profit of
£7,432; religious pictures £14,211 against £13,186, and a profit of £1,025;
and animal painting £3,789 against £2,649, and a profit of £1,140. The genre
of allegory and mythology brought in a loss during these years, with an
income of £12,947 against an expenditure of £14,019, and a loss of £1,072.
Considering the return on investment (the ratio between profit and cost),
each category delivered the following profit margins: portraits performed
above all, achieving 20.58 per cent; followed by genre at 12.24 per cent, and
religious pictures at 7.77 per cent. Landscape painting, although the most
sold genre by volume at the firm, provided a relatively low return on
investment: only 5.12 per cent. Landscape paintings were probably
purchased on commission (see below) and constituted the “bread and
butter” of the firm, providing it with a steady and reliable source of income.
By contrast, animal painting in 1894 and 1895 generated a very high return
on investment of 43.03 per cent but represented such a small amount of the
firm’s stock (3 per cent) that it is not possible to determine how reflective
this percentage is of their general business, that is, whether this was a
regular characteristic or an exceptional occurrence.
In absolute values, the sale of work by British artists generated the lion’s
share of Agnew’s income, delivering a profit of £46,825 (84 per cent). This
sum was followed, much lower down, by Dutch artists at £6,249 (11 per
cent); French artists at £1,306 (2.5 per cent); and Italian artists at £874 (1.5
per cent). When considering return on investment, however, the differences
were less pronounced: British artists generated a profit of 13.76 per cent;
Dutch 10.94 per cent; French 9.15 per cent; and Italian 5.57 per cent. The
relative ratio of return on investment offers a particularly sharp lens through
which to analyse Agnew’s buyers: British clients spent £332,850 on
purchases from Agnew’s, against the firm’s investment of £298,118,
delivering a profit of £34,732 and a return on investment of 11.65 per cent.
In comparison, sales to American buyers generated income of £101,926
against the firm’s expenditure of £77,940, producing a profit of £23,986.
Here, the return on investment was 30.77 per cent; as a group, American
buyers provided Agnew’s with by far the highest return on investment.
Americans, however, were only one part of Agnew’s network of buyers.
Histories of the art market in these years, especially by Cynthia Salzman,
have usually emphasised the American role via an “exodus” of European
works of art to American collections. An often-cited illustration of the
European art market at the turn of the twentieth century is a caricature from
the magazine Puck, which shows the American millionaire J.P. Morgan
gathering treasures from Europe with a dollar-shaped magnet (Fig. 12). In

fact, the analysis of Agnew’s stock books shows that, although American
buyers presented a considerable source of income for the firm, there still
existed a very healthy number of British clients, and a domestic art market
dense with sales, purchases, and opportunities; this trade still provided the
backbone of Agnew’s business. The firm’s transactions were fuelled mainly
by British industrialists, not only the well-known Irish Brewer Edward
Guinness (Lord Iveagh), but also lesser-known figures such as the London
wine merchant Charles Gassiot; the Liverpool ship magnate Thomas Henry
Ismay, the Lincoln engineer Joseph Ruston, and the Scottish banker
Alexander Henderson (Lord Faringdon). Even if American clients presented a
better return on investment, in absolute terms, the transactions with British
private buyers brought in a higher income, £36,812 versus £21,728 in 1894
and 1895. The American dollar, as shown in the Puck illustration, was an
important magnet for works of art but it was not a lone player in this
complex, lively, and thick market.

Figure 12.
Joseph Keppler Jr., The Magnet, cartoon from Puck magazine, vol. 69, no.
1790, 21 June 1911. Collection of The Morgan Library and Museum, New
York (ARC 2650). Digital image courtesy of The Morgan Library and
Museum.

Methodological Questions
The financial data analysed shows clearly that Agnew’s secured a much
higher return on investment when dealing with American buyers but still
maintained firm footing in the British market. The figures are both
remarkable and reliable, but while they demonstrate the profitability of
selling paintings to the American market, they do not explain Agnew’s
broader business model or operational dynamics. Likewise, the data about

the profitability of different categories, while capable of demonstrating—for
example—that portraiture was a desirable asset, does not explain Agnew’s
position in relation to British and American clients. In order to examine such
questions, we need to look into their context and delve deeper into the
Agnew’s archives.
In first instance, we should consider the data of the stock books within the
broader context of the firm; Agnew’s daybooks, which chronicle its day-today operation, are essential to this triangulation (Fig. 13). The daybooks
demonstrate that Agnew’s operated their business with a vertically
integrated model, providing services to buyers at a number of stages during
artistic production, such as framing, glazing, and restoring. The firm also
offered curatorial services like insurance, specialised transport for works of
art, interior decoration, picture hanging, and the printing of collections
catalogues. 29 Agnew’s even hired rooms at the Pantechnicon in Oxford
Street, where their clients could store the works of art purchased. 30
Although the trade in paintings dominated Agnew’s activities and provided
the firm with the highest income, the daybooks show that the curatorial
services were an important part of the business. These services ensured that
Agnew’s maintained and deepened client relationships that would serve
them well in future dealings.

Figure 13.
Thos. Agnew's and Sons London Day Book 14, 1893-1895: pp.263-264.
Collection of the National Gallery Archive (NGA27/13/3/14). Digital image
courtesy of Barbara Pezzini.

The daybooks also confirm the extent of the American trade for the firm.
Apart from occasional transactions such as giving valuations, providing
carriage for works of art between the United States and London, and clearing
custom duties—and apart from the many services provided to American
buyers, such as J.P. Morgan, who owned a home in London—curatorial service
transactions were generated by British buyers. American buyers principally
engaged with the firm for purchasing works of art, which included paintings
but also drawings, watercolours, and, especially, prints. 31 In this light, the
trip made by Agnew’s employee (and future partner) David Croal Thomson to
the United States and Canada in 1898 can be read as the firm attempting to
increase a sector of its business, which was profitable but still
underdeveloped. 32
The study of the daybooks is also of great help in understanding some
aspects of Agnew’s operations and in particular clarifies some queries left
open by Bayer and Page. For instance, the daybooks show clearly that
Agnew’s business purchased works at auction principally on a commission
basis for specific clients, levying a charge of 5 per cent for acting on their
behalf (Fig. 14); the purchase of these works of art was also noted in the
firm’s stock books, although the fact that they were acquired on commission

is not indicated there. Agnew’s, as demonstrated by Bayer and Page’s study
of Christie’s records, were the most frequent purchasers among all those
bidding at auction. Their high-price purchases at Christie’s, however,
perplexed Bayer and Page, who wrote:
somewhat surprisingly, the data also showed that the average
price dealers paid at auction for paintings was nearly 50% higher
than the average amount spent by middle- and upper-class
buyers, the very consumer group to whom the dealers ostensibly
sold. 33
Yet when one realises the large extent to which dealers such as Agnew’s
purchased works on behalf of private buyers and operated on a percentage
commission basis, this higher price data is no longer surprising. For instance,
the purchase at Christie’s of the Portrait of a Woman by Elisabeth-Louise
Vigée Lebrun 34 can be read at one level in simple numerical terms: it was
purchased on 9 May 1895 at auction by a dealer for a very high sum, £2,360,
and sold a few days later to J.P. Morgan for £2,480 (Fig. 15). 35 This would
seem prima facie a large and high-risk investment of capital for Agnew’s
considering the low profit margin of £118. When one realises, however, that
this purchase was a commission bid (and it is clearly expressed as such in
the daybooks), this transaction assumes a different significance; Agnew’s
were not here making their own investment but were merely providing a
service to Morgan (Fig. 16). Understanding the importance, and extent, of
commissioning shows how intertwined were the actions of art buyers and
their dealers, and creates a new array of research questions: if works were
purchased on behalf of buyers, can they still legitimately be considered part
of Agnew’s stock? And what was the role of the dealers in these selecting
purchases: were they merely acquiring works as directed by buyers or were
they also advising which works to choose? Only correspondence and other
documentation, such as daybooks, buyers’ invoices, and sales catalogues
(when available) can provide an answer to these questions.

Figure 14.
Thos. Agnew's and Sons London Day Book 14, 1893-1895:
p.259. Collection of the National Gallery Archive (NGA27/13/3/
14). Digital image courtesy of Barbara Pezzini.
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Figure 15.
Elisabeth-Louise Vigée Lebrun, Madame d’Aguesseau de
Fresnes, 1789, oil on wood, 107 x 83.2 cm. Collection of
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Samuel H. Kress Collection
(1946.7.16). Digital image courtesy of National Gallery of Art,
Washington, Samuel H. Kress Collection (CC0 1.0 Universal
Public Domain).

Figure 16.
Thos. Agnew's and Sons London Day Book, showing the
transaction of Elisabeth-Louise Vigée Lebrun. Collection of
the National Gallery Archive. Digital image courtesy of
Barbara Pezzini.

Commissions also explain why, pace Beyer and Page, dealers paid more for
some works of art at auction: because they were purchasing on behalf of
private buyers. Private buyers tended to purchase on their own works that
were less desirable and therefore cheaper due to less competition.
Conversely, when purchasing highly desirable works of art, which sold for
higher figures, they commissioned dealers, who were specialists of auction
purchases, to bid on their behalf. 36 Agnew’s near-monopoly at auction is also
explained by the fact that the firm operated for the highest tier of collectors,
who were aware that to obtain a very desirable work of art at auction one
must be prepared to pay the highest price—a phenomenon known as the
winner’s curse. 37 In addition, if we examine this modus operandi cynically,

when dealers are commissioned to purchase at auction on a percentage
basis, it makes good business sense to buy at a high price because the
commission earned increases in direct proportion to the purchase price.
This explanation of Agnew’s high volumes of purchases on commission is not
a mere financial detail but has profound methodological implications. By
dismissing other archival records as “anecdotal evidence” and relying only
on financial data—and, moreover, on just one type of financial data without
any additional triangulation, Bayer and Page did not grasp a fundamental
aspect of the trade’s auction purchases, an aspect which invalidates their
challenge to the “assumptions on the function that dealers are traditionally
thought to perform”. 38 Yet there is much useful material to gather from
Bayer and Page’s methods: their introduction of measuring quantitatively
“the make-up and sources of the gallery’s inventory, its sales, the return on
invested capital, profitability by artist, profitability by subject and size of the
painting, velocity, and other aspects” still provide unparalleled insight in a
dealer’s business. It is for this reason that the stock books, which provide the
high-volume financial data necessary for this kind of investigation, remain a
fundamental and reliable source to analyse Agnew’s. 39

Conclusion
Apart from the historical errors that can be generated by looking at financial
data in isolation, the kind of taxonomical analysis presented in this essay
holds its own set of challenges, which are well known to librarians and to
anyone who assembles a relational database, namely, the imposition of a
structural grid on a blurry subject requires arbitrary choices that will
invariably carry some loss of meaning and nuance. In addition, disciplinespecific challenges are also present. Thomas Skowronek, whose studies focus
on the art market, has recently joined the chorus of scholars who criticise big
data visualisations, highlighting, in particular, that their ways of representing
complex cultural phenomena often merely reproduce the epistemological
grounds and strategic alignments associated with the instrumentalisation of
big data; namely, the belief that complexity can safely be reduced to
discrete categories. 40
The simplifications of a complex reality were present in our project too. For
instance, if the demarcation between portrait and landscape is generally
transparent—except for the rare works that combine the two such as Thomas
Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews at the London National Gallery—the
categorisation of other genres, such as, for instance, landscape versus
animal painting, landscape versus genre painting, or genre painting versus
portraiture has been more difficult. Nationality presents its own set of blurred
boundaries and problems: how to describe British collectors of European

origin such as Sam Mendel, the Rothschild family, or Marie Sophia DalglishBellasis? Even the American buyer par excellence, J.P. Morgan, was in fact a
cosmopolitan figure: well travelled in Europe and the Middle East, Morgan
lived in London and his purchasing habits were inspired by British collectors
such as the Marquess of Hertford. The case of Morgan illustrates a market
that was increasingly internationalised and demonstrates a historical reality
that loses much of its nuance when forced into the rigid categories of a
database.
Nevertheless, even when leaving room for some uncertainty, the figures and
percentages presented in this essay are remarkable and present a clear body
of evidence; they will be even more so when analysed as part of wider data
sets. As growing quantities of data are released from archives, there will be
more opportunities to assemble large sets for the purposes of historical
analysis. In the case of the Agnew’s archive, once data has been extracted
from the Agnew’s stock books across several decades, it will be possible to
chart with greater accuracy the most profitable areas of the firm’s business
and their impact on the wider cultural field. This data can then be compared
more broadly—as data sets from other dealers become increasingly
available, it will be possible to analyse financial information across several
dealerships and create even richer accounts of the trade in paintings. 41
However, as this essay has demonstrated, art market analysis can never
solely rely on numerical data alone. Other archival resources must be
brought into consideration in order to provide the context in which the
financial transactions were made. In very simple terms, this will help us
answer the question: what do the numbers mean? An analysis of the
Agnew’s stock books gives us a wealth of figures about clients, income and
expenditure, as well as the popularity and profitability of different genres,
schools, and artists. However, understanding other aspects of Agnew’s
business shows that processes such as commission bidding can influence
price, or that market cultivation might influence the range of clients. As we
move forward towards analysing data across multiple dealerships, taking into
account the overall business strategy of each firm will be essential in order
to present an accurate understanding of the art trade and its significance for
the cultural sector, nationally and internationally.
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Letters from the Home Front:
The Alternative War Art of Robert Colquhoun and
Robert MacBryde, 1940–1945
Sophie Hatchwell
Abstract
The Scottish artists Robert Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde worked through
the Second World War, but as they practised for the most part outside the
patronage of the government’s War Artists Advisory Committee, they are not
typically situated amongst the pantheon of British war artists. However, a
number of un-commissioned war paintings and the artists’ personal
correspondence from the early 1940s clearly position their practices as a
direct response to the conflict. This article explores how MacBryde and
Colquhoun’s experience of life on the home front as non-combatants and
erstwhile pacifists in Britain informed their work during the Second World
War. It looks at the extent to which their pacifist stance impacted on their
practice; how their personal experiences of war, as documented in their
letters, may be brought to bear on an analysis of their painting; and, more
broadly, what nuanced deviations in style and subject can be seen between
commissioned and non-commissioned war art in Britain during the Second
World War. It concludes by considering how their work that does not explicitly
deal with conflict as subject matter may nevertheless be positioned within an
inclusive canon of war art.
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The material thrown up by this war is amazing and in these new
forms I can see the foundations for a Renaissance in European
art. A world of new synthetic materials borne out of necessity has
arisen and while we cannot say that we are happy in this state of
affairs yet it is with us and so we must state what we feel about
it. – Robert MacBryde, letter to the War Artists’ Advisory
Committee, 14 October 1940 1
This letter from the Scottish artist Robert MacBryde to the War Artists’
Advisory Committee (WAAC), written at the height of the Second World War,
is emblematic of the complex reaction that both he and his life partner, the
artist Robert Colquhoun, had to the conflict. It signals not only their objection
to the war but also their corresponding belief in the broader aesthetic
opportunities it promised, and points towards a dichotomy between how
these artists experienced and thought critically about war, and how this
process of critique—and the effects of war more generally—engaged their
aesthetic sensibilities. MacBryde wrote this letter while he sought a
commission from the WAAC to work as an official war artist—a commission
he never received. His partner Colquhoun had a similar experience and
received only one commission in 1944 for Weaving Army Cloth (Fig. 1). For
both artists, the majority of their work from 1940 to 1945 was made outside
the state patronage system and, despite producing paintings that explicitly
depict the conflict, they are rarely positioned within a historical canon of war
art. MacBryde’s statement, however, marks his practice, and by extension
Colquhoun’s, as a direct response to the conflict. This response, I argue, was
predicated on a simultaneous objection to the war and a recognition of the
opportunities it might afford for aesthetic inspiration—a “world of new
synthetic materials”.

Figure 1.
Robert Colquhoun, Weaving Army Cloth, 1945, oil on canvas, 75.5 x 101.5
cm. Collection of the British Council (P149). Digital image courtesy of The
British Council (All rights reserved).

MacBryde and Colquhoun’s experiences on the home front as noncombatants and erstwhile pacifists influenced the art they made during the
conflict. In light of their personal relationship and comparable professional
practice, their work is typically considered in tandem; in this case, their
shared experience of home-front life underpins the analogies that can be
drawn between their work in the 1940s. This article is therefore concerned
with the following lines of enquiry: to what extent do these artists’ wartime
practices indicate a pacifist stance; how might their personal experiences of
war, as documented in their letters, be brought to bear on an analysis of
their painting; and what nuanced deviations in style and subject can be seen
between commissioned and non-commissioned Second World War art in
Britain? Turning to Colquhoun’s wartime landscape painting, the concluding
section considers how art that does not explicitly reference conflict in its
subject matter may be positioned within a broader canon of war art.
By shining a light on the practices and experiences of these two artists
working outside the patronage of the WAAC, this article diverges from recent
scholarship that focuses almost exclusively on art commissioned by the state
during the Second World War in Britain, and beyond this, seeks to reconsider
the boundaries and limitations of any canon constructed from this body of
work. 2 In doing so, this article will chart how alternative narratives emerged
beyond the official systems of patronage. By attending to these larger topical

and methodological issues, this text contributes to a broader field of
scholarship that aims, in the first instance, to widen the canon of war art, but
ultimately, to call into question the usefulness of any canon in understanding
artistic responses to conflict. 3 Two alternative narratives are traced
throughout this article: first, the question of how art that does not explicitly
depict conflict should be understood as a response to it, and thus recognised
as war art; and second, how a moral conviction against war was registered in
art not commissioned by the state that alternately depicted the devastation
on the home front, and seemed to avoid reference to it entirely.
This article also offers a new analysis of Colquhoun and MacBryde’s oeuvre
by situating their early work within the context of war art aesthetics. Studies
that cover the artists’ early careers, notably those by Adrian Clark, Patrick
Elliott, and Roger Bristow, have focused on their position within networks of
private patronage in the wartime arts economy. More recent work has
considered their sexual orientation in relation to their art practice. 4 This
scholarship is valuable, but a fresh approach to analysing their practice is
much needed: despite Colquhoun and MacBryde’s prominence and critical
success in the British art world of the 1940s and 1950s, their work has, with
the few exceptions named above, received little art-historical attention.
Where they have been attended to, as Clark has shown, they have often
been confined to the “artistic cul-de-sac” of Neo-Romanticism. 5 In offering
an alternative view of their work of the early 1940s, I do not propose to
dislocate them from this context, but rather suggest a different perspective
that de-prioritises their association with Neo-Romanticism and understands
their work in relation to its particular moment of creation.
Wartime correspondence by MacBryde and Colquhoun, the majority of which
has not yet been featured in published scholarship, is held in the archives of
the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. 6 These letters provide an
invaluable insight into the artists’ immediate responses to their wartime
situation. In addition to providing factual records of their activities, these
letters also give a sense of their authors’ fluctuating and complex personal
reflections on the conflict—essential evidence that helps us understand the
association between their experience and aesthetic responses to the war.
Their correspondence, as the opening quotation indicates, provides a way to
engage with their often introspective and disconnected wartime experiences
as non-combatants and pacifists. Colquhoun was an unwilling conscript to
the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), and was soon discharged; MacBryde
was a conscientious objector who was rated unfit for service before a tribunal
could be held. Their letters from this period frame a new reading of the art
they made during the early 1940s, with reference to their joint critical
outlook on the personal and cultural impacts of total war.

A Kind of Pacifism
In the midst of the war and then living in London, Colquhoun produced a
small number of landscapes inspired by a trip to the Worcestershire
countryside. 7 In one of these works, The Lock Gate, two androgynous figures
walk through a land of riotous foliage (Fig. 2). They face away from the
viewer and move towards a distant, otherworldly horizon. 8 This work seems
at first glance an escapist retreat into nature, a rejection of, or a turning
away from, the upheaval, danger, and uncertainty of the conflict. However,
given the context of its production—finished in the artist’s studio in the
middle of the war-torn city, and proximate to his completion of a number of
war-themed paintings—the work raises a number of questions. What
relationship exists between this artist’s personal view and experience of war,
and the process of image making? How is this complicated by his noncombatant status? What sort of connections can be drawn between
conventional wartime imagery and potentially more diverse visualisations of
the effects of conflict?

Figure 2.
Robert Colquhoun, The Lock Gate, 1942, oil on canvas, 39.5 x 58.8 cm.
Collection of Glasgow Museums (2936) Gifted by A.J. McNeill Reid, 1952.
Digital image courtesy of the artist's estate, CSG CIC Glasgow Museums
Collection, and Bridgeman Images (All rights reserved).

Throughout the early years of the conflict, both Colquhoun and MacBryde
exchanged letters with their friend and former teacher Ian Fleming. These
exchanges prior to and concurrent with the production of their early war
paintings, including Colquhoun’s Figures in an Air Raid Shelter (Fig. 3) and
MacBryde’s Ave Maria Lane (Fig. 4), provide a means to trace their early

views on the conflict, particularly the impact of conscription, epitomised by
MacBryde’s assertion about his conscientious objection: “my task is bristling
with difficulties but I know I can see it through on all points … I am
advocating what is right and just for all and to what lengths I would go to
prove it.” 9 Bristow, in his biography of the artists, has been careful to
acknowledge the effects of the war and conscription on the early stages of
MacBryde and Colquhoun’s careers, yet he deliberates about whether they
should be considered pacifists. Instead, he tentatively suggests that they
were only pacifists insofar as “the love of art that both … passionately felt,
was, in part an expression of a broader love of humanity. War for them was
an awful and obscene rejection of this.” 10 At the same time, he argues that
no clear ethical or religious motivation dictated their beliefs. I contend that
while neither MacBryde nor Colquhoun makes explicit reference to pacifism
in their correspondence, their letters nevertheless indicate a link between
this “love of humanity” and their disavowal of conflict. It is my contention
that this should be considered a kind of pacifism underwritten by their noncombatant status that saw them explicitly reject any active part in the
military side of the war effort.

Figure 3.
Robert Colquhoun, Figures in an Air Raid Shelter, 1941, oil on panel, 24.8
x 50.6 cm. Collection of the Imperial War Museum, London (Art.IWM ART
17211). Digital image courtesy of the artist's estate and Brigeman
Images. Photo courtesy of the Imperial War Museum, London (All rights
reserved).

Figure 4.
Robert MacBryde, Ave Maria Lane, 1941, oil on canvas, 69 x 84.5 cm.
Collection of Russell-Coats Art Gallery & Museum (BORGM 01493). Digital
image courtesy of Russell-Coats Art Gallery & Museum (All rights
reserved).

The artists graduated from Glasgow School of Art in the years immediately
preceding the war and Colquhoun received a travelling scholarship that took
them both to Europe in 1938–1939. 11 This trip marks their earliest encounter
with the coming conflict, as they witnessed troops amassing in Italy and
Holland, and the construction of sea defences in The Hague. 12 Returning to
Scotland in August 1939, their letters to Fleming turn to conscription and
reveal MacBryde’s determination to avoid active combat. They show how he
registered initially as a conscientious objector, not to escape war service per
se, but from fervent objection to violent conflict on moral grounds:
[When] we are called for combat, then I shall get myself a tribunal
to stand before. I cannot say I have any definite convictions and
that I won’t do anything in the war but—I will not kill. I will do
anything else that in their anger at my decision they will give me
to do, such as stretcher-bearer in the front line, but I won’t kill.
This is quite final. 13

In this period, MacBryde still imagined making some form of contribution to
the war effort as a non-combatant, offering medical relief “help[ing] the
wounded” on the front line with the army, or as a member of the Red Cross.
14

Their move to the Ayrshire countryside in the early months of the war is
emblematic of their attempted rejection of the conflict. Letters from this
early wartime period revolve around the idea of war as an intrusion into the
artists’ way of life. When painting and drawing in the area around Maybole,
MacBryde described their experience as a form of pastoral idyll, nevertheless
punctuated with reminders of war. In August 1940, he wrote to Fleming, “our
days are spent at the seaside watching convoys and bombers on the Firth,
fishing, swimming, gifting drawings for the Red Cross … along with other
country pleasures.” 15 Along with the imposition of the ubiquitous naval
convoys, this idyll was inevitably disrupted by both bombing in Glasgow and
Colquhoun’s conscription.
When MacBryde eventually withdrew his objection in order to join Colquhoun,
who had already been conscripted, it was on the condition that he would be
drafted into the RAMC with him, and would not be posted for combat. In the
end, MacBryde was deemed unfit by the draft board due to health issues, but
his correspondence roots his non-combatant status in a moral objection to
violence, which can be understood as a kind of pacifism. It also reveals the
extent to which even those opposed to the war were bound by the
circumstances it dictated—MacBryde’s response to it was by necessity fluid
and fluctuated as the war progressed and conditions changed rapidly.
To an extent, this particular viewpoint aligns with a “quasi-pacifist” stance.
Martin Ceadel, in his study of pacifism in Britain between the two world wars,
identifies variations of pacifism (denoted by the two terms pacificism and
pacifism), that range from an absolute pacifism centred on a complete
disavowal of conflict to pacificism, which is characterised as a desire to
prevent war while accepting its occasional necessity. 16 One such variation is
“quasi-pacifism”, to which he ascribes a “claim for special treatment on
account of [the conscientious objector’s] particular characteristics as an
individual”. 17 In the case of MacBryde, the definition of “pacifist” comes
from his moral rejection of violence, and the “quasi” nature of this from the
implication that, as an artist, he makes a claim for holding “particular
characteristics”, that is, artistic sensibilities that are incompatible with active
combat. At the same time, MacBryde’s willingness to participate in the war
effort in some capacity complicates this rather critical definition of pacifist
practice.

Colquhoun’s letters reveal a similar yet more equivocal moral position on the
conflict. While he never registered as a conscious objector, his letters from
1941 detail the negative psychological and artistic impact it had on him: “the
fear now of what seems almost inevitable defeat in [central Europe] has
come down like a blight and I find it impossible to do any work.” 18 Despite
being conscripted into the RAMC, Colquhoun never saw active duty. Having
been posted to training barracks near Edinburgh and then Leeds, he was
eventually decommissioned as unfit for service due to the debilitating effect
camp life had on his health. 19 His correspondence shows that, while he
claimed a lack of political awareness, like MacBryde, his main objection to
combat centred on a concern for the war’s effect on people. 20 It was his own
experience of unwilling conscription and the news of friends and relatives
injured or killed that provoked him to lament “the utter wasteful curse of all
this unnecessary warring”. 21

Art and War
Following Colquhoun’s conscription, MacBryde spent time in Edinburgh and
then in Leeds, in both locations petitioning for work as an official war artist,
and in the latter witnessing Luftwaffe bombing. Rather than simply
documenting an escapist ambition, MacBryde’s correspondence here shows
that his moral opposition to the destructive effects of war was linked to a
political understanding of the role painting could play in society. He was
convinced that the task of the artist was to “record the horrors of modern
warfare” and his frequent requests for war work from the Scottish Board, and
subsequently the WAAC in England, should be understood in this context. 22
Through his contact in Edinburgh with Alexander Reid of the Reid and Lefevre
dealer-gallery, MacBryde was inducted into an influential circle of artists and
patrons. By spring 1941, he had moved to London where he witnessed the
last months of the Blitz. Colquhoun followed a few months later and during
their time in London both artists became conversant with WAAC
commissioned work. They met prominent artists like Graham Sutherland and
Henry Moore through their involvement in the social circle of the patron Peter
Watson, and also, as their letters document, they visited a number of WAAC
exhibitions. 23
By the middle of the war, both artists were active participants in the
commercial art world, and their engagement with the war effort was realized
predominantly through inclusion in exhibitions organised by the governmentsponsored Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA). 24
Although their ethical objections to the war were less forcefully expressed in
letters sent during this later period, MacBryde’s earlier, more explicit

confrontation with the moral issues of war as faced by artists—where he
argued that painting was to be central to his contribution to the war effort,
that it was “what I feel I can do best in this war”—should not be discounted.
25

For MacBryde, art was an important part of the nation’s cultural life, and
he argued for the crucial role art could play in rebuilding after the conflict
and preserving culture while the conflict was in progress, defining himself to
the WAAC’s secretary O’Rourke Dickey as an artist “who must contribute to a
real culture after the storm has passed and as the storm is raging”. 26
Colquhoun’s letters reveal a similarly politicised conception of art in a time of
war. While he asserted that he had no ambition to contribute to the war
effort directly, Colquhoun did state that he felt a duty to produce art and
experienced what he called a “conscience about painting”. 27 Problematised
by his intermittently expressed belief that the conflict “gives the lie to almost
everything the artist can do”, this “conscience about painting” can be read
as motivation for his choice of subject matter in wartime work like Figures in
an Air Raid Shelter, which centres on home-front life and critiques the impact
of total war on society. This embrace of wartime subject matter, coupled with
a rejection of war on a personal and political level, shows the duality inherent
in Colquhoun and MacBryde’s belief in the aesthetic opportunities afforded
by the conflict, epitomised by the quotation at the head of this article. Much
of their work before 1943 contains explicit representations of wartime
subjects and shows the artists struggling with the contradictory drive to
include implicit critique of the human cost of war while at the same time
committing to an aesthetic and stylistic development seemingly inspired and
motivated by the experience of total war.
Colquhoun’s Figures in an Air Raid Shelter is an early example of his
engagement with wartime subject matter and epitomises the duality I argue
for in its blend of subject, critique, and aesthetic experimentation. This small
painting depicts five figures in a compact, claustrophobic space. A woman
reclines in a classical pose, while above and below her androgynous figures
wrapped in blankets lie prone, and a man stands confrontationally to the left.
The tight solidity of the composition, based on self-contained rectilinear
planes, indicates the extent to which Colquhoun used this painting as a basis
for compositional experimentation, with the formal arrangement and
textured application of paint in grey–green–brown coarse planes evoking the
physicality of stone and concrete, while nodding to contemporary modern
abstraction, in work such as John Piper’s. At the same time, the image offers
a subtle critique of the wartime experience of sheltering. This is conveyed in
formal terms, as each figure is contained within its own rectangular plane,
thereby indicating a sense of isolation as well as claustrophobia. The subject
of the painting, an air-raid shelter, is anchored by its title. The claustrophobic

composition, and the incongruous collection of people in this low-ceilinged
space, serves to emphasise the physical and social discomfort of the event
and reflects Colquhoun’s own experience of “the misery of shelters”. 28
Correspondence by Colquhoun and MacBryde contemporary to the
production of this painting shows that this intertwining of moral critique and
aesthetic experiment corresponds to their experience of London during the
Blitz. While expressing their disgust at its destructive nature, they also
recognised the formal inspiration it afforded them as artists. Living in the city
from 1941 onwards, they experienced the final period of bombardment,
which spanned nine months from September 1940 to May 1941, including
fifty-seven nights of consecutive bombing from 7 September. 29 MacBryde,
writing to Fleming in about 1941, conveys his feelings of pessimism and
despair occasioned by the bombing: “I could not describe the chaos—it is far
too fantastic, and I find a sickness of my soul developing this past week …
Ideas are going with everything else. Nothing but [surging?] hatred for the
war fills me.” 30 This pessimism was fully realized with the bombing of their
flat soon after:
All our windows (and they cover the whole length of our flat) are
in with two land mines round the corner. I don’t know how we
escaped yet I had the back of my hand cut a little, that was all.
We drank a bottle of whisky and remained lying on the floor. 31
At the same time, their correspondence shows the extent to which the
destruction inspired them too. Colquhoun, writing about seeing bomb
damage shortly after his arrival in London in 1941, expressed his view of the
scene in formal terms and revealed how the experience of the blitzed city
stimulated his aesthetic interest:
The destruction in the West End is incredible. Whole tracts of
streets flattened out into a mess of rubble and bent iron. There is
a miniature pyramid in Hyde Park not far from us built up of
masonry and wreckage taken from bombed buildings. These
heaps are all over London. 32
This formal perception of flattened streets and repeated pyramids echoes
MacBryde’s statement about the “new forms” thrown up by the Blitz, a
“world of synthetic materials”, inspiring increasingly formal and stylised
responses to the war, like those seen in Figures in an Air Raid Shelter. Their
correspondence from the early years of war reveals at once a sense of

personal disgust and aesthetic inspiration, both of which I argue are drawn
out and complicated in MacBryde and Colquhoun’s depictions of the conflict.
At the same time, their choice of subject matter at this stage begins to align
with works commissioned by the government. Its degrees of similarity to or
deviation from such works locate Colquhoun and MacBryde’s paintings in
relation to this established canon of war art, yet in a position that is still
distinct from official work. This distinction, which will be explored below,
ultimately centres on the artists’ stylistic choices and their critical focus on
the human cost of war.

Commissioned War Art and the War Artists’ Advisory Committee
During the Second World War, the British government embraced the arts as
something that “spoke to specifically British constituencies and by extension,
promoted an inclusive national sensibility”. 33 State support for the
production of art aimed to promote a sense of national unity through creative
visual representations of contemporary life that could be used to propagate
the notion of a strong national identity in need of preservation, giving the
public a clear sense of “what we are fighting for” as a means to boost
morale. 34 Further, exhibitions of such work could provide a cultural activity
for a public whose access to leisure and luxuries was greatly restricted by
the war. Government support for the arts rested in the hands of the WAAC,
headed by Kenneth Clark and formed of like-minded civil servants and
influential figures operating under the stewardship of the Ministry of
Information. The Committee worked to recruit artists to paint wartime
subjects and acquire war art for public exhibition in partnership with CEMA,
the forerunner to the Arts Council.
This government scheme resulted in the production of a vast array of works
recording all aspects of the war effort. Yet, as Brian Foss has demonstrated,
due to the logistical difficulty of embedding artists within active units, and as
a response to the direct effects of total war to which Britain was exposed on
home soil, the home front became the primary subject matter for these
commissions. 35 Subjects commissioned by the WAAC ranged from portraits
of everyday citizens taking part in the war effort, to views of factories
involved in producing war materials or landscapes showing some sense of
the fighting. 36 Nevertheless, images of the Blitz and its effect on the major
cities dominated WAAC collections. 37 In this manner, the Committee
reflected contemporary views about the centrality of the Blitz in the national
consciousness during war time, so that by 1943 the writer Stephen Spender
could claim that “by paintings of the war, we mean paintings of the Blitz”. 38

Early war work by Colquhoun and MacBryde, such as Colquhoun’s Figures in
an Air Raid Shelter, and also MacBryde’s Ave Maria Lane and The Courtyard
or Basement Kitchen (Fig. 5), share the focus seen in commissioned works on
the effects of the Blitz. Their motivations included the moral and aesthetic
dimensions discussed above, as well as MacBryde’s ongoing efforts to lobby
for government war art commissions. The issue at stake is the extent to
which their early work aligns with or deviates from such commissioned work,
and therefore where, as non-commissioned art, it fits in relation to canonical
accounts of war art.

Figure 5.
Robert MacBryde, The Courtyard or The Basement Kitchen, ca. 1940, oil
on canvas, 30.4 x 40.6 cm.

In choosing a bomb shelter as his subject in Figures in an Air Raid Shelter,
Colquhoun followed the approach established by commissioned artists such
as Henry Moore and Edward Ardizzone, who each produced a major series of
drawings on the same theme. In Elliott’s estimation, it is Moore’s tube shelter
drawings that Colquhoun’s most resembles. 39 Colquhoun’s stylised depiction
of human figures, with the torso of the standing male and the contrapposto
recline of the women, hint at the classism that underpins Moore’s figures in
drawings such as Shelterers in the Tube (Fig. 6). Colquhoun’s figures also
seem to reference the sculptural quality of Moore’s work—both in this quasiclassical forms and in terms of his limited colour palette and focus on surface
texture. If this is the case, it is significant that Colquhoun was borrowing from

and experimenting with the stylistic practices of other contemporary
artists—who, it must not be forgotten, were commissioned war artists—in
order to find a visual lexicon that could effectively represent his own subject.

Figure 6.
Henry Moore, Shelterers in the Tube, 1941, graphite, ink, watercolour, and
crayon on paper, 38 x 56.8 cm. Collection of Tate (N05712). Digital image
courtesy of Tate (Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 Unported)).

Yet Colquhoun’s work does not conform fully to the aims and ideals of the
WAAC, who, as David Mellor has demonstrated, orientated their commissions
around “popular legibility”. 40 In this manner, commissioned art was required
to be “legible to the ‘average man’” in light of the public function it was
meant to serve. 41 The stylistic choices in Colquhoun’s work do not sit easily
in this category of “popular legibility”. As previously demonstrated, the
formal experimentation and emphasis on wartime suffering both present in
Figures in an Air Raid Shelter mean that the image itself conveys a complex
web of intentions. This is in direct contrast to the clarity of Ardizzone’s
shelter drawings (Fig. 7), and is distinct from Moore’s stylised interpretation
of the tube shelter experience. Whereas Moore’s drawings focus on organic
softness and the fluid grouping and unification of figures, Colquhoun’s
abstraction of figures is angular, architectural, and tending towards formal
isolation and alienation. While Moore’s work has been described as
monumental in a manner that indicates a unification of the individual with
the group, an organic and sculptural homogenised whole, Colquhoun’s
figures are monumental in the opposite direction, with each figure
monumental in its own right, compositionally detached and self-contained. 42
His work therefore diverges from contemporary official treatments of the

Blitz, which fostered what Angus Calder has termed the “myth of the Blitz”
by emphasising communality and stoicism and omitting social discord or
disorder. 43 In his depictions of isolated and alienated figures, Colquhoun
undermines this notion of an idealised cooperative experience and instead
reflects his own views on the “misery of sheltering”, as part of the
“unspeakable horror” he saw in the conflict. 44

Figure 7.
Edward Ardizzone, Shelter Scene, 1941, lithograph. British Council (M/
CEMA 1). Digital image courtesy of The British Council (All rights
reserved).

Ironically, this divergence from established WAAC tropes can also be seen in
his one painting commissioned by them, Weaving Army Cloth. This work
resulted from a commission to paint the weaving industry of Scotland and its
contribution to the war effort, a topic suggested by Colquhoun himself. 45 In
style and subject, the work is very different from typical WAAC paintings. It
comprises a semi-abstract depiction of two women sitting at a small tablesized loom and the military connection is far from evident; the title alone
identifies it as war art. Instead of clearly signalling the conflict or war effort,
Colquhoun focuses on formal experimentation realized by playing with scale
and space. Preparatory drawings in the collection of the Imperial War
Museum shows that this work was developed from observations of a factory.
They detail large machinery that dwarfs workers who appear to be trapped in
the mechanisms of industrial-sized looms, dehumanised through figurative
abstraction (Fig. 8). In the final painting, however, the machinery that
loomed so large in the preparatory drawings has been reduced to a domestic
scale and any clear reference to the war effort is removed. Instead, attention

is refocused on the women weaving, foregrounding the human relationships
caught up in the machine of war. In his more radical aesthetic approach, and
his implicit critique of the war effort effected through negation of social
cohesion, Colquhoun’s work edges towards uncomfortable territory, and
exists in tension with commissioned war art.

Figure 8.
Robert Colquhoun, Sketch for Weaving Army Cloth: Three Women
Operating Machinary,, 1945, wash and wax crayon, 42.8 x 50.7 cm.
Collection of the Imperial War Museum, London (Art.IWM ART LD 6136).
Digital image courtesy of Imperial War Museum, London (All rights
reserved).

Strategies of Displacement
This tension between the expectations of the WAAC as it commissioned work
and the sort of paintings produced by artists who worked predominantly
outside these official systems is further exemplified by MacBryde’s blitzed
cityscapes, such as Ave Maria Lane and The Courtyard. As with Colquhoun’s
Figures in an Air Raid Shelter, these works share some qualities with work
commissioned by the WAAC, in that they depict the aftermath of the Blitz
and in particular the destruction of buildings. Comparable subject matter can
be found in the work of war artists such as Muirhead Bone, Graham
Sutherland, and John Piper—all of whom influenced Colquhoun and
MacBryde. 46 Yet MacBryde’s focus on ruined buildings goes beyond the
simple emulation of a contemporary trend. As Foss has argued, the
predominance of ruins in work produced at this time is also rooted in a joint

political and psychological imperative informing the visualisation of conflict,
which he terms a “strategy of displacement”. 47 Noting the great anxiety
surrounding civilian casualties during the Blitz, Foss documents the extent of
the political unease over civilian morale and the resultant media censorship
in the wake of Luftwaffe bombing. In terms of commissioning art, while the
WAAC did not engage in outright censorship, in line with government policy,
it certainly privileged images that hid the extent of the human cost of the
Blitz. 48
At the same time, visualisations of the war’s destructive effects were
conditioned by psychological responses to trauma. As historians Susannah
Biernoff and Sue Malvern have argued in relation to the First World War,
theories of trauma and disgust show how viewers are often unable to
confront mortality and the abject nature of the corporeal body in injury and
death. 49 In war art, injury and the loss of life are therefore frequently
visualised metaphorically. In the case of the Blitz, this was achieved, as Foss
argues, by painting ruins that could “act as a visual surrogate” for the human
casualties, thus displacing bodily trauma onto architecture. 50 As he has
shown, this displacement centres on public and religious buildings in
particular, as in works such as Piper’s All Saints Chapel, Bath (1942) (Fig. 9).
Ruins could symbolise the spiritual and cultural attacks that Britain
experienced and so foster a sense of national outrage, yet at the same time
were unlikely to be inhabited and were therefore less likely to draw attention
to any civilian loss of life. 51 Interestingly, this phenomenon was also evident
in corresponding painting in Germany, which featured what John-Paul Stonard
refers to as “martyred architecture”. 52

Figure 9.
John Piper, All Saints Chapel, Bath, 1942, ink, chalk, gouache, and
watercolour on paper, 42.5 x 55.9 cm. Digital image courtesy of Tate
(Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 Unported)).

In both Ave Maria Lane and The Courtyard, MacBryde engaged with a more
radical depiction of the Blitz by focusing on domestic devastation. As with
Sutherland’s 1941 series depicting blitzed buildings in the East End,
MacBryde’s scenes of domestic destruction could stand for and allude to the
loss of civilian life in a more direct manner than depictions of the Blitz that
avoided domestic imagery. Ave Maria Lane follows some of the stylistic
conventions of commissioned WAAC work in the way it achieves this, in
particular sharing aesthetic similarities with the work of Sutherland and Piper
in the use of textured paint and its compositional focus on a centralised
architectural form. Thus we might see MacBryde’s engagement with the
work of Sutherland and Piper, like Colquhoun’s with the work of Moore, as a
search for an appropriate visual vocabulary. Foss shows how Sutherland’s
commissioned images were read as evoking the human body (“twisted
girders having in them something of twisted humanity”), and how Piper’s
work was suggestive of “the physical pain of inflicted wounds”. 53
MacBryde’s images work in a similar way, but stretch the anthropomorphic
possibilities of architecture and go even further in their illusion to “inflicted
wounds”.

Ave Maria Lane presents a scene of domestic ruins and rubble. The title,
which may indicate both the street adjacent to St Paul's—a site of extensive
bombing in December 1940—and the Christian prayer for the intercession of

the Virgin Mary, hints in both cases at destruction and suffering. Following
the principles of a “strategy of displacement”, the buildings, the broken
walls, and twisted iron stand in for human limbs and broken bones. However,
unlike work commissioned by the WAAC, this image alludes viscerally to the
abject nature of the wounded human body, notably in its depiction of the
ground. The architectural edifice forming the centre of the composition
emerges from or sinks into a flesh-like, permeable mass that is undulating
and organic in form and blood-red in hue. In this painting, the earth thus
becomes a reference to corporeal form and particularly the wounded and
permeable body. This element bears comparison to Paul Nash’s paintings
from the First World War, in which churned earth was often seen by
contemporary critics to represent literal bodies, in particular We are Making a
New World, which features a similar undulating ground and comparable
blood-red palette. 54
It is my contention that this stylistic link with landscapes of the First World
War, which have likewise been read as suggestive of bodily injury and death,
must inform our reading of the anthropomorphic qualities of MacBryde’s
work. In this vein, Sue Malvern’s work on British representations of landscape
in the wake of the First World War emphasises the extent to which this earlier
conflict impacted on the representation of body, land, and their interrelation.
She argues that through the war, landscape became associated with
“anxiety about the fate” of fallen soldiers whose bodies were injured,
dismembered, and “pulped and mingled with mud”, thus “making the land
as body more than a metaphor”. 55 At the same time, she makes a claim for
the ongoing impact of these new understandings of body and earth on British
art in the inter-war period. 56 Similarly, in his analysis of depictions of
heroism and the body in the Second World War, Foss makes a claim for the
ongoing influence of systems of visual representation from the First World
War into the Second World War. 57 Thus, it is possible to trace problems with
visualising bodily destruction encountered during the Second World War back
to traditions established in the First World War. Read through this lens,
MacBryde’s Ave Maria Lane is transgressive in its corporeality. Moving
beyond the avoidance of “excessively explicit views of domestic loss” in
commissioned art, it instead foregrounds the human cost of war through
stylistic allusion to the permeable, fleshy body. 58

An Alternative Canon of War Art
My contention that unofficial depictions of conflict such as Figures in an Air
Raid Shelter and Ave Maria Lane are in dialogue—rather than
synonymous—with official works, necessitates a rethinking of the canonical
boundaries of war art. This line of enquiry is made more complicated by the
need to account for the work Colquhoun and MacBryde produced which did

not attempt to visualise the conflict but was nevertheless concurrent with
their work that did. The final section of this article therefore seeks to
establish the relationship between Colquhoun’s war painting and his parallel
landscape practice in the early years of the war. My intention is to recontextualise these landscapes within an appropriate historical context by
bringing them into conversation with contemporaneous war art. The aim is
twofold: to establish how art that does not explicitly depict conflict should be
understood as a form of war art; and to consider how work that seems to
avoid reference to conflict can register a sense of moral conviction against
war.
The positioning of these landscapes in Colquhoun’s oeuvre is problematic.
They are tied closely to his war work in the context of their
production—being contemporary with paintings such as MacBryde’s The
Courtyard—and sit alongside correspondence by the two artists that details
the ongoing effect of the conflict on their practice. Yet in the absence of
explicit wartime subject matter, their relationship to more overt war art is
ambiguous. This is further complicated by their conventional art-historical
categorisation as Neo-Romantic, a label that effectively severs these
landscapes from the realities of the artists’ wartime experiences by
characterising them as “escapist”. 59
This tendency to nullify the historical or political context of wartime work that
does not explicitly visualise conflict is an issue that has hampered arthistorical analyses of much modern British art produced during times of
conflict and outside official systems of patronage. Similar issues are
encountered, for example, in scholarship of art and pacifism in the First
World War. 60 The issue of voicing dissent occupied vastly different political
territory in the Second World War, removed from the fervent nationalism and
the perilous position of pacifism in the earlier conflict. 61 There was, however,
still an expectation that depictions of the British Home Front in the Second
World War would conform to and perpetuate certain acceptable sociopolitical paradigms. 62 Queries about the political and moral responsibility of
the arts are echoed in correspondence by MacBryde and Colquhoun, which
suggests that despite the twenty-year gap and differing political climates
between the wars, art’s capacity to critique conflict was still up for debate. 63
Colquhoun and MacBryde’s wartime practice bears witness to such debate
by virtue of their non-combatant status, their quasi-pacifist beliefs, and their
position outside official systems of employment.
So, how to interpret work made during war that does not explicitly depict
wartime subject matter? In her analysis of the Bloomsbury artist Duncan
Grant’s work made during the First World War, Grace Brockington asserts
that his very avoidance of visualising conflict allows his work to be read as an

act of dissent. 64 Far from perpetuating the characterisation of Bloomsbury
aesthetics as detached and disinterested, she instead posits that Grant’s
depictions of domestic interiors can be read as an aesthetic assertion of the
pacifist political values that underpinned the Bloomsbury group’s politics,
and that this re-affirmation acts as a rejection of the dominant wartime
values of militancy and nationalism. 65 In this way, the absence of wartime
imagery becomes a mechanism by which to convey dissent in a manner that
is nuanced, personal, errs towards critique, and that, crucially, does not
necessitate explicit depictions of the war effort. This model provides a way
into rethinking Colquhoun and MacBryde’s practice by reconsidering not
simply the relationship between their war art and official commissioned
work, but also the relationship between their wider artistic practice during
the war and their personal response to the conflict. This is epitomised, as
shown, by their moral conviction to paint, and accompanying concern over
the human cost of war demonstrated in their correspondence. Their
experience as non-combatants provides further grist to the mill for this
reinterpretation.

Neo-Romantic Escapism?
Any attempt to reframe Colquhoun and MacBryde’s painting of the early
1940s in the context of war is complicated by its conventional association
with Neo-Romanticism. This association is further weighted by the
professional links between Colquhoun and MacBryde and other artists whose
work is often described as neo-romantic, such as John Piper and Graham
Sutherland. In his survey of the movement, The Spirit of Place: Nine NeoRomantic Artists and their Times, Malcolm Yorke explored contemporary
characterisations of the neo-romantic artists and concluded that they were
conventionally seen as “escapists, fiddling in their studios while London
burned around them”. 66 His study of Colquhoun and MacBryde supports this
characterisation, with Yorke arguing that once they failed to get a WAAC
commission “these artists had turned their back on war”. 67 Written before
key archival material came to light (notably the artists’ correspondence with
Fleming), Yorke’s analysis centres on their landscapes produced during the
early 1940s, and demonstrates how works resulting from their 1941 trip to
Worcestershire, such as The Lock Gate and Colquhoun’s Marrowfield,
Worcester (Fig. 10), conform to a contemporary neo-romantic style. The
former work in particular deals with what David Mellor identifies as a central
theme in neo-romantic art: the relationship between body and land. 68 He
asserts that the pre-war landscape is synonymous with an idealised British
past, an “idyllic space” akin to Eden “populated by transcendental, divine
beings walking in a paradise Garden”. 69 With the commencement of war, he
identifies a shift in the treatment of landscape and the body towards “a
tender body, bombed, conscripted and exposed to an incremental

technological violence” with landscape “expelled from the national fantasy of
a Britain-as-Eden … and displaced into a blitzed ruin”. 70 Bristow’s
assessment of Colquhoun and MacBryde’s work broadly aligns with this
characterisation, in which a neo-romantic “retreat into ruralism”—full of
“typical” romantic subjects such as “war damaged building[s] and organic
landscapes”—offered an “alternative view” to the “more realistic approach”
of the WAAC. 71

Figure 10.
Robert Colquhoun, Marrowfield, Worcester, 1941, oil on canvas, 35.6 x
45.7 cm. Collection of Glasgow Museums (2461) Gifted by the
Contemporary Art Society, 1944. Digital image courtesy of the artist's
estate, CSG CIC Glasgow Museums Collection, and Bridgeman Images (All
rights reserved).

To some extent, the subject matter of The Lock Gate follows this neoromantic preoccupation with body and land. Two figures—akin to Mellor’s
“transcendental beings”—are embowered in the landscape, compositionally
bound to it through their formal alignment with the surrounding plants. These
share similarities with the figures in their colouring and in the presence of
the linear threads that transverse both body and foliage. The desolate
horizon, with the silver glow of the moon beyond the hills, hints at a dreamlike state propagated by the landscape. This appeal to imaginative
geography, along with the formal amalgamation of body and land, all make a
case for this work’s inclusion in a neo-romantic canon. However, an exclusive
alignment of their work with the imaginative and escapist qualities of NeoRomanticism is problematic in the way it draws attention away from

MacBryde and Colquhoun’s stated experiences of, and reflections on, the
conflict, and effectively dislocates their paintings from the context of their
production in the midst of war. It is also important to challenge the
assumption that Colquhoun and MacBryde ignored the war after they failed
to receive commissions, as both continued to draw on the war in their
subject matter, and Colquhoun did eventually receive a commission in 1944
for Weaving Army Cloth. Neither does an exclusive neo-romantic
characterisation account for the elements of their practice that do not
conform to Mellor’s assessment of romantic “blitzed ruins” or Bristow’s
“retreat into ruralism”. Their work of the early 1940s therefore exists in
relationship to, but is not fully aligned with, Neo-Romanticism, and in
particular work by neo-romantic artists who received WAAC commissions. As
such, their association with this movement may be read as an extension of
their engagement with the stylistic lexicon of commissioned war art.

Allusions to Conflict
The Lock Gate, which was painted just after the end of the London Blitz,
offers a compelling case study in how Colquhoun’s landscapes of the early
1940s can be placed into conversation with war art. As previously discussed,
the artists had direct experience of the bombings in London and witnessed
the devastation it visited on the city. 72 Their three-week trip to
Worcestershire in 1941, from which this work derives, appears to have been
intended as a brief creative respite from the war-torn city. Colquhoun wrote
enthusiastically on his return about having the opportunity to “paint the
greenness of things”, in a letter that nevertheless went on to discuss
Russia’s role in the war, and lament the conscription of his friend Sam Black.
73
Even in the Worcestershire countryside, the war was never far away.
Rather than evidence of a wholehearted “retreat into ruralism”, brief forays
into the country—facilitated by fellow artists and patrons—comprised part of
the economic and social lifestyle of non-combatant artists working outside
official systems of patronage. Resultant artworks, such as The Lock Gate and
Marrowfield, Worcester, provide a means to chart the relative diversity of
their activities under the challenging conditions of total war. Further, links
between their war work and their landscape work are not only seen
contextually, but are also evidenced in the materiality of the paintings
themselves. The verso of The Lock Gate features a painting by MacBryde: a
preparatory painting or alternative version of The Courtyard, the canvas
presumably abandoned and reused by Colquhoun (Fig. 11). War art is thus
literally inscribed into The Lock Gate, in a manner that highlights the
practical and intimate connection between the artists’ unofficial paintings of
the conflict and their broader concurrent practice.

Figure 11.
Robert MacBryde, Preparatory Study for “The Courtyard”, ca. 1941, oil on
canvas, 39 x 58.4 cm. Painted on the verso to Robert Colquhoun, The Lock
Gate, 1942, oil on canvas, 39.5 x 58.8 cm. Collection of Glasgow Museums
(2936) Gifted by A.J. McNeill Reid, 1952. Digital image courtesy of the
artist's estate, CSG CIC Glasgow Museums Collection, and Bridgeman
Images (All rights reserved).

The Lock Gate is also in stylistic conversation with commissioned war art.
Useful comparisons can be made in this instance with Colquhoun’s later
commissioned piece, Weaving Army Cloth, and the work of Sutherland. 74
While Sutherland’s practice was ostensibly centred on landscape, during the
war, he was employed by the WAAC to paint images of the devastation of the
Blitz in London’s East End, resulting in paintings such as Devastation 1941:

An East End Street (Fig. 12). 75 Many of Sutherland’s WAAC commissions
were evidently informed by his landscape practice, and have since been read
in varying ways as organic in their imagery. Depictions of natural forms in
works such as Green Tree Form: Interior of Woods anthropomorphise objects
in the landscape—in this case, a bipedal tree trunk, with humanoid limbs that
“looks” up at us from the grass (Fig. 13). He adapted this approach in his
paintings of the Blitz, which, as discussed, anthropomorphise architectural
forms. In Devastation 1941, Sutherland also transferred the colour palette of
greens, browns, greys, and bright yellow from his landscapes and imposed
an organic quality onto the ruined architecture. This evidently influenced
contemporary readings of his works as metaphors for the human casualty of
war. 76

Figure 12.
Graham Sutherland, Devastation, 1941: An East End Street, 1941, crayon,
gouache, ink, graphite, and watercolour on paper on hardboard, 64.8 x
110.4 cm. Digital image courtesy of Tate (Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND
(3.0 Unported)).

Figure 13.
Graham Sutherland, Green Tree Form: Interior of Woods, 1940, oil on
canvas, 78.7 x 107.9cm. Collection of Tate (N05139). Digital image
courtesy of Tate (All rights reserved).

Comparisons with Colquhoun’s painting are evident in the use of shocking
yellow and in the presence of anthropomorphic natural forms, which recur in
the The Lock Gate, whose foliage possesses organic corporeal qualities. The
colour scheme in this painting likewise serves to ally the organic elements of

the landscape with the colour palette of the body—a reading supported by
the deep-red colouring of the ground, which immediately invites comparison
with the explicit corporeality of the flesh-like ground MacBryde imagined in
Ave Maria Lane. This colour permeates the figures by tracing sinew-like
across them; it may describe folds of fabric, yet at the same time might
reference laceration. The foliage, following Sutherland’s example, is depicted
in an improbably bright nitrous or sulphurous yellow. This colour was later
described by MacBryde as “a screaming yellow” and is reminiscent of iodine,
used as antiseptic in bandages. 77 Given Colquhoun’s work with the RAMC,
there is a case to be made that such a yellow had a kind of unconscious
resonance with human injury. The formal distortion of the landscape and
figures, combined with the idiosyncratic colouring, likewise suggests a
corporeal reading of this image. Angular objects protrude unnaturally from
the foliage, reminiscent of sinew, bone, and emerging joints. On the right of
the composition, the trunk of a dead tree is suggestive of vertebrae and ribs;
it carries an abrasion or wound on its side, which is coloured red and white
and evocative of flesh, blood, and exposed bone.
Through such a reading, the organic, anthropomorphised landscape is
suffused with the violence of war and the wounded human body. The close
affinity between Colquhoun’s stylistic choices for landscapes—as seen here
in The Lock Gate—and his war art encourages a comparison beyond
aesthetic style towards the use of organic analogies for the body as part of a
strategy of displacement. This work, as it references the stylistic conventions
of commissioned war art, presents the possibility of a metaphorical,
anthropomorphic message comparable to the orthodox anthropomorphism of
architecture in images of the Blitz. Following this, it becomes possible to see
The Lock Gate as an image of similarly displaced destruction. Working
outside of the official systems of patronage, Colquhoun is able to draw on
official conventions in his work while retaining the freedom to introduce the
human figure as subject in a more complex way than his commissioned
contemporaries. Playing with this idea of “displacement”, his work departs
from this basic principle by explicitly including figures and allusions to
corporeal destruction.

Conclusion
Through comparative analysis with commissioned work, both Colquhoun and
MacBryde’s work can be read as a comment on war that diverges from
official conventions. This is realised through their attempted negotiation of
two core concerns: first, an interest in aesthetic experimentation and their
belief that conditions of war, or a critique of war, would provide new
opportunities for aesthetic development; and second, an accompanying
deeply held and genuine concern for the human cost of war. This
interpretation is enriched and supported by their correspondence, which

reveals the artists’ objection to the violence of war, epitomised by
MacBryde’s statement “I will not kill … That is final”, and Colquhoun’s
“conscience about painting”. Through their letters, we get a sense of a
fluctuating understanding of the political function of art in a time of war,
which can be tied to their status as non-combatants. By contextualising their
work within their belief that the artists’ duty was to comment on the impact
of conflict and to support artistic and cultural development, we might
productively bring their practices into conversation with the aesthetic and
political ambitions of commissioned war art. At the same time, such an
approach paves the way for a fresh analysis of their broader contemporary
practice, in which it is possible to chart the stylistic, practical, and ideological
links between their war art and their wider practice. Further work remains to
be done, particularly on the gendering of the body in the artists’ wartime
work, and on their identification with a distinct Scottish identity. Yet this
analysis of their early paintings goes some way towards challenging
inherited interpretations of their work. In broader terms, it also begins to
question the boundaries of canonical accounts of Second World War art in
Britain. It offers an opportunity to chart alternative narratives in war art, in
two ways in particular: first, by analysing the manner in which Second World
War art can register forms of pacifist dissent; and second, by exploring how
art work that does not explicitly represent the conflict can still be understood
as war art. The result is to test the limitations of the canon of Second World
War art and explore the diversity of experiences and viewpoints represented
therein.
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Cumbrian Cosmopolitanisms:
Li Yuan-chia and Friends
Hammad Nasar

Abstract
The LYC Museum & Art Gallery (the LYC) in the Cumbrian village of Banks
(astride Hadrian’s Wall) was the single-minded effort of artist Li Yuan-chia
(1929–1994). His initials gave the museum its name. It was sited in a set of
converted farm buildings that Li had bought from his friend, the painter
Winifred Nicholson. Between 1972 and 1983, the museum showcased the
work of more than 320 artists—from local artists (Andy Christian, Susie
Honour) to totemic national figures (Paul Nash, Barbara Hepworth), and
contemporary artists, now of international renown (Lygia Clark, Andy
Goldsworthy), but then barely known in Britain. A young David Nash
designed the LYC’s window. The programme reflected Li’s circuitous
cosmopolitanism, his commitment to art as experimentation, and his
expansive range of interests: the LYC had a children’s room, library,
performance space, printing press, communal kitchen, and a garden. The
networks and practices that the LYC enabled and enriched have yet to be
studied widely, but it is an exemplary site from which to explore how
friendships inform shared practices, generate work, and socialise narratives;
and, how the LYC itself functioned as a kind of infrastructure. This article is
anchored in the recent exhibition Speech Acts: Reflection-ImaginationRepetition (Manchester Art Gallery, 2018–2019) and its accompanying
symposium The LYC Museum & Art Gallery and the Museum as Practice
(2019). It explores the idea of “friendship”, and to a lesser extent that of
“infrastructure”, through the lens of three works in the Speech Acts
exhibition. It forms part of an ongoing collective effort towards inquiries that
cross disciplinary and geographic borders, and test polyphonic, multiauthored, and speculative approaches that I have described elsewhere as
“art histories of excess”. It invites methodological reflections on the forms
and possibilities for conducting and staging collaborative research, and on
wider questions of how historic entanglements have the potential to expand
existing histories of British art.
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The Entangled Histories and Practices of Li Yuan-chia
In the last few years, the work of the Chinese-born artist Li Yuan-chia
(1929–1994) has featured in two very different exhibitions on two
continents—in two national institutions that could both claim him as their
own. In Taiwan, the Taipei Fine Art Museum (TFAM) did just that with an
expansive posthumous retrospective, Viewpoint: A Retrospective of Li Yuanchia (2014), that positioned him as the “father of conceptual and abstract art
in Taiwan” (Fig. 1). 1 It traced his practice over five decades and was
accompanied by a luxurious, four-volume catalogue replete with
commissioned essays, archival material, and even a replica of Li’s
magnetised “toy” works. Li, however, remains largely unrecognised in
Britain—his home from 1966 until his death in 1994. 2

Figure 1.
Viewpoint: A Retrospective of Li Yuan-chia, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014.
Digital image courtesy of Taipei Fine Arts Museum.

Figure 2.
Migrations: Journeys into British Art, Li Yuan-chia, David Medalla, Frank
Bowling, and Rasheed Araeen, Tate Britain, 2012. Digital image courtesy
of Tate.

His was a small presence in Tate Britain’s Migrations: Journeys into British Art
(2012) exhibition (Fig. 2). Its accompanying catalogue carried no illustrations
of Li’s works, and framed his expansive artistic practice through the
restrictive lenses of calligraphy and abstraction; and privileged biography
and geography in positing his contribution to British art, alongside Kim Lim’s,
as “fusing far Eastern and Western philosophies and art practices”. 3 A recent
display at Tate Modern (2015) was slightly more expansive and introduced a
wider range of works (Figs 3, 4, and 5). But his work was entirely absent
from Tate Britain’s Conceptual Art in Britain 1964–1979 (2016) and is
unaccounted for in the generally circulating institutional and academic
histories of art in Britain.

Figure 3.
Li Yuan-chia display, Tate Modern, 2015. Digital image courtesy of Tate.

Figure 4.
Li Yuan-chia display, Tate Modern, 2015. Digital image courtesy of Tate.

Figure 5.
Li Yuan-chia display, Tate Modern, 2015. Digital image courtesy of Tate.

This is at least partly due to the distinctive genealogy of Li’s work that resists
attempts to categorise it with a singular label. He drew liberally from
modernist, Zen Buddhist and Daoist practices to explore ideas of space, life,
and time. The initial vehicle for his explorations was “the Point”—the “Origin
and the End of Creation”. 4 Originally, a spot of colour or mark in
monochromatic paintings and reliefs, it eventually took the form of
magnetised objects that could be moved around on metallic discs. He called
these magnetic works “toys”, inviting active audience participation.
Li’s interests and experiments with form were shaped by, and reflect, the
zigzagged trajectories of his life. Born in Guangxi, China, Li moved to Taiwan
in 1949, where he was part of the Ton-Fan Group of artists experimenting
with abstraction. In 1962, he moved to Bologna, where he was associated
with the Punto Group of artists. An invitation to show at Signals Gallery
brought him to London in 1966. In London, between 1967 and 1970, Li had
three solo exhibitions and participated in three group exhibitions at the
Lisson Gallery. Artists he showed with included Ken Cox, Mira Schendel,
Derek Jarman, and Ian Hamilton Finlay. But London’s regard for Li was not
wholly reciprocated; a trip to his friend Nick Sawyer’s family house in
Cumbria (Boothby) for Christmas in 1967, saw him settle in nearby Bankside.
The retrospective at the TFAM and a growing international engagement with
artists associated with Signals Gallery has sparked renewed interest in Li’s
work, with a clutch of recent commercial exhibitions in London and Taipei. 5
But despite this more recent attention, art history—in Britain as in Taiwan—is

yet to seriously engage with the remarkable art space he founded in the
Cumbrian countryside, the LYC Museum & Art Gallery (the LYC), in 1972 as
arguably his most important work. 6
The reasons for why this is so are not clear-cut. One can speculate that the
voluminous Li Yuan-chia archives at the John Rylands Library at the
University of Manchester have yet to be catalogued, so research is time and
resource intensive; or that its non-conformity with conventional models of
institutional critique and practice present a hurdle requiring some effort and
imagination; or more prosaically, that a focus on the LYC does little to
advance the commercial attractiveness of Li’s work. Even the exhibition at
TFAM—which was broad in scope and ambitious in scale—was conventionally
monographic in form and thus not geared towards dealing with the
multifarious nature of the LYC, which also does not fit within a national
(“father of conceptual and abstract art in Taiwan”) frame.
The LYC was located in the village of Banks, astride Hadrian’s Wall. Li Yuanchia’s initials gave the museum its name—an act of self-naming that, in the
context of the reading proposed by this article, can be interpreted as an
artistic claim. Between 1972 and 1983, the museum showcased the work of
more than 320 artists—from local artists (Andy Christian, Susie Honour) to
totemic national figures (Paul Nash, Barbara Hepworth), and contemporary
artists, now of international renown (Lygia Clark, Andy Goldsworthy), but
then barely known in Britain. A young David Nash designed the LYC’s window
(Fig. 6). The networks and practices that the LYC enabled and enriched have
yet to be studied widely. For example, his friendship with the concrete poet
and Benedictine monk, dom sylvester houédard, or the pioneering sound
artist, Delia Derbyshire—Li’s assistant, and briefly partner, at the LYC
(1976–1977) have only recently begun to be addressed in exhibitions and
publications. 7

Figure 6.
Li Yuan-chia standing at the porch of the LYC Museum & Art Gallery,
featuring window designed by David Nash. Digital image courtesy of LYC
Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester Library.

Friendships, and the expanded notions of infrastructure they often become
part of, are growing areas of recent scholarship that can productively
illuminate any consideration of the LYC. In Affective Communities, Leela
Gandhi charts a history of anti-colonialism through a series of “minor
narratives of crosscultural collaboration between oppressors and oppressed”
retrieved from colonial archives. 8 She engages the intellectual legacies of an
impressive range of earlier scholars (Kant, Hegel, Marx, Foucault, Said, and
Nandy) to build on Derrida’s recognition that there exists in “the unscripted
relation of ‘friendship’ an improvisational politics appropriate to
communicative, sociable utopianism investing it with a vision of radical
democracy.” 9 Her proposition is for a liberatory politics in the heart of
“empire” that she labels the “politics of friendship”. In her recent essay,
Infrastructure as Form, Karin Zitzewitz considers the case of the workshops
initiated by the Triangle Arts Trust and argues for the need “not to separate
analysis of the works of art from the activities from which they emerge.” 10
To do so, she contends, would attribute “artistic production exclusively to the
artist [… and] ignore how ably a networked art infrastructure distributes
agency among its elements.” 11

The LYC is an exemplary site from which to explore both these formulations:
the question of how friendships inform shared practices, generate work, and
socialise narratives; and of how the LYC itself functions as a kind of
infrastructure. The LYC is also a singular site from which to consider historic
entanglements with the potential to enrich and expand existing histories of
British art. 12 Undertaking such inquiries that cross disciplinary and
geographic borders requires polyphonic, multi-authored, and speculative
approaches that I have described elsewhere as “art histories of excess”. 13
The work of Li Yuan-chia is beginning to attract such collective effort. 14 This
essay is anchored in two recent initiatives that bring the focus specifically to
the LYC Museum & Art Gallery itself.
The first is the exhibition that I curated with Kate Jesson at Manchester Art
Gallery—Speech Acts: Reflection-Imagination-Repetition (2018–2019). 15 At
the heart of the exhibition, which contained work by more than forty artists,
was a stylised reconstruction of the LYC (Fig. 7). Speech Acts posited the LYC
as both an artwork and as a hub for nurturing art and community, and
explored the role of museums in forging and circulating collective stories
through the artworks they collect and the exhibitions they arrange (Fig. 8). It
considered the case of the LYC as one example of how networks of people
shape artistic practices and determine how artworks circulate. It suggested
that affinities—between people and practices—help create the shared stories
that forge meaning in art.

Figure 7.
Installation photograph, Speech Acts, 2018, Manchester Art Gallery.
Digital image courtesy of Manchester Art Gallery. Photo: Michael Pollard.

Figure 8.
Installation photograph, Speech Acts, 2018, Manchester Art Gallery,
showing material from the Li Yuan-chia Archive. Digital image courtesy of
LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester
Library, and the Manchester Art Gallery. Photo: Michael Pollard.

The second example is a symposium anchored in the Speech Acts
exhibition—The LYC Museum & Art Gallery and the Museum as Practice
(March 2019). 16 It brought together scholars, artists, museum directors, and
curators to consider ideas of place, friendship, exhibitions, publications, and
the function of museums. This article forms part of this larger collective
research project. It explores the idea of “friendship”, and to a lesser extent
that of “infrastructure”, through the lens of three works in the Speech Acts
exhibition. All three works are participatory, and have to different extents,
collective authorship and a relationship with Li. Through them, I attempt to
read the traces of “friendship” in objects and situations.
The principal artwork is the LYC itself—not in the conventionally understood
sense of a building devoted to the acquisition, care, study, and display of
culturally significant objects—but as a relational and participatory work of
art. The focus in this article is on the formation of the LYC, how its ethos was
informed by Li’s early experimentation with participatory art, and the
friendships he formed during his stay at Boothby. The second, the video work
Point in Time (1987) by Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield, features Li as
a participant, and encapsulates an exchange of ideas, aesthetics, and
affective registers nurtured through years of discussions.
The third and final example is the newly commissioned film, Space &
Freedom (2018), by artist–film-maker, Helen Petts. It mixes archival footage
shot by Li and lost sound recordings, with new film footage shot by Petts and
accompanied by improvised sound by Steve Beresford, to become a site for
collaboration across time.

The LYC and the Museum as Practice

Figure 9.
Winifred Nicholson and Li Yuan-chia, Cumbria, 1975, photograph. Digital
image courtesy of Demarco European Art Foundation & Demarco Digital
Archive, University of Dundee.

The LYC has often been positioned as Li sacrificing his own practice, while he
gave “his attention to others”. 17 But I would like to place the LYC in an
artistic trajectory that saw Li moving away from static objects and towards
the production of work that invited participation from audiences to animate
the work. The museum started life as a set of dilapidated farm buildings that
Li bought from his friend and neighbour, the painter Winifred Nicholson (Fig.
9). Li showcased her work in four separate exhibitions at the LYC. Around this
nucleus, he built an exhibition programme of prodigious range and
eclecticism. The programme was indebted to Li’s cosmopolitanism and his
commitment to art as a mode of experimentation. Apart from being a
painter, sculptor, and photographer, Li was also a poet, designer-maker, and
curator—of art and social interaction. For him, art was social interaction. And
it was this expansive vision that Li brought to not just the programme but
also to the construction and functioning of the LYC.
L.Y.C. Museum is me. L.Y.C. Museum is all of you. —Li Yuan-chia 18

View this illustration online
Figure 10.
The Making of the LYC Museum, Super 8 film, documented by Li Yuan-chia in
the early 1970s, edited by Wei Yu and Keiwei Wang, 2018. Digital image
courtesy of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester
Library.

The LYC consumed Li. He built it himself—undertaking all construction,
plumbing, and electrical work (Fig. 10). At its peak, it hosted four new
exhibitions a month, each accompanied by a catalogue that he designed and
printed (Figs. 11, 12, 13, 14, 15). Apart from galleries, the LYC had a
children’s room, library, performance space, printing press, communal
kitchen, and garden (Fig 16). It hosted rug-making workshops. Children
played in its courtyard (Fig. 17). It was an open space for the multiple
possibilities of art. The artist Shelagh Wakely, who exhibited at the LYC in
1979, saw the museum as “a work of his [Li’s]”. 19 Mei-ching Fang, who
curated Li’s retrospective at TFAM, considered his establishing and running a
museum as “an idealistic practice”. 20 It was an example of social practice
before such a thing was named and tamed. 21 And after its closure to the
public in 1983, it became the site of Li’s experimentation with photography
(Figs 18, 19, and 20).

Figure 11.
LYC Museum, (Cumbria: LYC Press, 1972): jacket. Collection of Chelsea
College of Arts Library, University of the Arts London. Digital image
courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 12.
LYC Museum 1973, (Cumbria: LYC Press, 1973): jacket. Collection of
Chelsea College of Arts Library, University of the Arts London. Digital
image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 13.
1980, (Cumbria: LYC Press, 1980): jacket. Collection of Chelsea College of
Arts Library, University of the Arts London. Digital image courtesy of
Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 14.
10 of the Best Living Chinese Artists, (Cumbria: LYC Press, 1980): jacket.
Collection of Chelsea College of Arts Library, University of the Arts
London. Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 15.
1982: LYC Museum & Art Gallery, (Cumbria: LYC Press, 1980): jacket.
Courtesy of Chelsea College of Arts Library, University of the Arts London.
Digital image courtesy of Michael Blissett Photography.

Figure 16.
Li Yuan-chia Library and Archive, photograph. Digital image courtesy of
LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester
Library.

Figure 17.
LYC Museum & Art Gallery courtyard, photograph. Digital image courtesy
of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester
Library.

Li’s establishment of the LYC in 1972 was considered an “impulsive, intuitive
move”. 22 But I read the LYC’s formulation as more of a progression of the
experimentation that Li was engaged in during his time at Boothby
(1967–1971). His friend Nick Sawyer invited Li to Boothby. Sawyer first met Li
at the Signals Gallery, and went on to help produce Li’s multiples for his
subsequent exhibition at the Lisson Gallery. 23 Boothby was the family house
of Sawyer’s stepfather, Wilfrid Roberts. Roberts was a farmer turned radical
Liberal politician, who Sawyer recounts as “playing chess with Wyndham
Lewis, getting drunk with Dylan Thomas, and dining out with Stalin.” 24
Wilfred Roberts’ elder sister was Winifred Nicholson. Wilfrid and Winifred
were the grandchildren of George Howard, the 9th Earl of Carlisle, a “painter
of pre-Raphaelite tendencies and a younger member of the circle of William
Morris and Burne-Jones”. 25

Figure 18.
Li Yuan-chia, Untitled, 1994, hand-coloured black and white print.
Digital image courtesy of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive,
The University of Manchester Library. Photo: Vipul Sangoi.

Figure 19.
Li Yuan-chia, Untitled, 1994, hand-coloured black and white print. Digital
image courtesy of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of
Manchester Library. Photo: Vipul Sangoi.

Figure 20.
Li Yuan-chia, Untitled, 1994, hand-coloured black and white print.
Digital image courtesy of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The
University of Manchester Library. Photo: Vipul Sangoi.

Boothby was thus a repository of unusual artistic treasures. A Bomberg hung
in Sawyer’s bedroom (Tudor Room). Sawyer recounts thumbing through a
hand-painted William Blake manuscript as a child, and being surrounded by
art works by Moore, Rosetti, and of course Winifred Nicholson. 26 Early during
the Second World War, Nicholson moved from Paris to Boothby and made it
her Cumbrian base for the next twenty years, where she painted views from
the house as well as its interiors (Fig. 21). Competing with the bountiful
beauty of nature in the vicinity of Boothby was an eight-foot metal sculpture
of Buddha—brought to Cumbria by her father Charles Roberts, who had
served as Under-Secretary of State for India.

Figure 21.
Winifred Nicholson, The Hunter's Moon, 1955, oil on canvas, 111.8 x 137.2
cm, hand-coloured black and white print. Collection of Tate (T06678).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of Winifred Nicholson. Photo courtesy of
Tate.

On arriving at Boothby for Christmas in 1967, Li struck a friendship with
Wilfrid and Kate Roberts, and was offered a large studio room at Boothby at
nominal rent—a room that offered Li the same vista as Winifred Nicholson’s
studio. Those views also inspired Li and found voice in his poetry (Fig. 22).
Li had come to Cumbria in search of “space” and “freedom”, and managed
to establish a livelihood through gardening, painting, and decorating. 27 This
allowed him to experiment in his studio at Boothby without the need to sell
to survive. And the two self-organised exhibitions he held in Boothby
evidence a growing interest in exhibiting environmental and participatory
works. The first was held between in October 1968; 28 the second was in June
1969. 29 Both these exhibitions are likely to have informed Lisson Gallery’s
better-known exhibition, Li Yuan-chia: Golden Moon Show (16 October–29
November 1969) (Fig. 23).

Figure 22.
Li Yuan-chia, One word to x, poem, 14 May 1968. Digital image
courtesy of LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The
University of Manchester Library.

Figure 23.
Li Yuan-chia, Golden Moon Show, Lisson Gallery,
October-November 1969. Digital image courtesy of
Lisson Gallery.

The digital archive of artist and art promoter Richard Demarco, offers a set of
installation photographs of the first Boothby exhibition (Figs 24, 25, 26, 27,
and 28). 30 The photos show elaborate arrangements of Li’s circular discs,
many with his movable magnetic points. Plastic sheets hung from the ceiling
with circular holes cut in them, delineate micro-environments within the
large space. Also visible are two large patterned wall hangings, and most
curiously, an arrangement of Li’s geometric points on a tufted circular rug.
Several photographs show Li encouraging his visitors to interact directly with
the work. One photograph shows a web-like installation with washing lines
strung across the trees in the courtyard of Boothby. An important trace of the
exhibitions at Boothby is a tablecloth that served as Li’s visitor’s book (Fig.
29). The trajectories that any one of these names—Audrey Barker, Eejay
Hooper, or Winifred Nicholson—open up, are vast; and beyond the scope of
this paper.

Figure 24.
Li Yuan-chia in his studio at the LYC Museum & Art Gallery, Brampton,
Cumbria, 1969. Digital image courtesy of Demarco European Art
Foundation & Demarco Digital Archive, University of Dundee (A.69.033).

Figure 25.
Li Yuan-chia with a group of unidentified visitors at Li Yuan-chia's studio at
the LYC Museum & Art Gallery, Brampton, Cumbria, 1969, photograph.
Digital image courtesy of Demarco European Art Foundation & Demarco
Digital Archive, University of Dundee (A.69.033).

Figure 26.
Work by Li Yuan-chia at the LYC Museum & Art Gallery, Brampton,
Cumbria, 1969, photograph. Digital image courtesy of Demarco European
Art Foundation & Demarco Digital Archive, University of Dundee
(A.69.044).

Figure 27.
Li Yuan-chia with a group of unidentified visitors at the LYC Museum & Art
Gallery, Brampton, Cumbria, 1969, photograph. Digital image courtesy of
Demarco European Art Foundation & Demarco Digital Archive, University
of Dundee (A.69.033).

Figure 28.
Li Yuan-chia at the LYC Museum & Art Gallery, Brampton, Cumbria, 1969,
photograph. Digital image courtesy of Demarco European Art Foundation
& Demarco Digital Archive, University of Dundee (A.69.033).
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Figure 29.
LYC Foundation. Photo: Vipul Sangoi., Tablecloth / Visitors book for Li Yuanchia’s studio exhibition at Boothby, 1968.

By the time of Li’s participation in the little known but important exhibition
Popa at Moma: Pioneers of Part-Art, at Museum of Modern Art, Oxford in
1971, Li had already been exhibiting environmental and participatory works
in his studio in Boothby, and subsequently at Lisson Gallery. Popa at Moma
was curated by Mark Jones and Rupert Legge and is considered the first
institutional attempt in the UK to frame participatory practices (or “Part-Art”)
as an artistic tendency. It featured Lygia Clark, John Dugger, David Medalla,
Hélio Oiticica, Graham Stevens, and Li Yuan-chia. And it achieved notoriety
for when a jolly young Oxford crowd took the Part-Art manifesto literally and
as Hilary Floe quotes “Everything was Getting Smashed” (Fig. 30). 31 Two of
the artists who were there for the opening—Medalla and Dugger—withdrew
their work. Li was happy to let his work be. The show opened and closed on
the same evening.

Figure 30.
Pioneers of Part-Art, Popa at Moma, Modern Art Oxford, February 1971,
photograph. Digital image courtesy of Modern Art Oxford.

Li’s openness to sharing agency, by not intervening to limit the terms on
which the Oxford audience participated, was to be later channelled into the
functioning of the children’s art room at the LYC—where both Li’s art works
and art materials were available for children to “play” with. The LYC was Li
showing us how Participatory Art could live in a museum setting; where the
operational activity of running a museum—the openings, performances, the
programming, and publishing activities—could themselves be considered as
part of an art work. It suggests that Li’s engagement with place, and a close
circle of friends with distinct artistic visions, played an important role in
shaping Li’s imagination of what the LYC could be.
This is not to diminish Li’s agency in its making. Instead, I suggest a reading
of his practice that, during the time of his stay in Boothby, was moving away
from reliefs, paintings, and static objects to kinetic sculptures, “toys”,
multiples, “environments”; situations that invited an activation of objects,
materials, space, and human relations. This direction in his work was in
conversation with the work of a number of artists associated with Signals
Gallery. He had simply taken it further. In the LYC, Li had fashioned a machine
capable of changing people’s relationship with art, with each other, and
hence with life.

The catalogue accompanying Li’s last monographic exhibition in the UK has a
section on the LYC Museum & Art Gallery. 32 It carries reprints of reviews in
the press (Paul Overy, The Times, 4 September 1974; and Kenneth Hudson,
The Illustrated London News, October 1980) and personal reflections from a
number of artists and friends who had played a part in the life of the LYC.
With the addition of interviews with visitors to the LYC, it helps build a multivocal account of how the museum operated and its many distinctive
features—from the tea that greeted visitors to its library of donated art
books. Artists in particular were struck by what David Nash identified as Li’s
combination of “humble modesty with outrageous ambition”. 33 Many picked
out the unique experience of staying at the LYC while working with Li on the
installation of the exhibition.
To show at LYC Museum was something special … The windows
were at floor level making the often misty landscape part of the
installation … It was very much his place: it was a work of his,
imbued with his aesthetic … I left with my belief in art revitalised.
—Shelagh Wakely 34
He also made a garden and created a small world that was a
place of its own. He never tried to fit in, it was we who were
expected to fit into Li’s imaginative world. He was firmly
determined to impose his vision, to make that world accessible to
whoever would come within range of his remarkable presence.
—Kathleen Raine 35
Li made me question the purpose of art.
—Katerina El Haj 36
He created a space that had something for everybody, adult and
child.
—David Nash 37

Point in Time and the Primacy of Encounter
There is a copy of Zazen—the artist Madelon Hooykaas’ photo book
documenting her 1970 stay in a Japanese monastery—in the LYC Archive (Fig.
8). 38 It carries a dedication to her friend, occasional collaborator, and Li’s
erstwhile partner, Delia Derbyshire. It is dated 1976—the year before
Madelon Hooykaas and her long-term collaborator, Elsa Stansfield, exhibited
at the LYC. On either side of the dedication are rubber stamps that suggest a
sequential ownership. One simply reads “Delia Derbyshire”. It is mirrored on

the inside cover by a competing claim: “LYC Museum Library”. This larger
stamp also grounds this object in a place—Banks, Brampton, Cumbria. It
reveals the web of friendships that underpin another collaborative work in
the Speech Acts exhibition, Point in Time (1987) by Stansfield/Hooykaas (Fig.
31).
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Figure 31.
Elsa Stansfield and Madelon Hooykaas, Point in Time (extract), 1987, video, 12
minutes and 54 seconds. Digital image courtesy of Film courtesy of Elsa
Stansfield and Madelon Hooykaas.

Elsa Stansfield and Madelon Hooykaas are pioneering figures in the history of
video art in Europe. Friends from their time together at the Ealing School of
Art & Design in 1966, they started collaborating on films and what they
called “video-environments” in the early 1970s. Hooykaas worked with
Stansfield at her film and sound studio (8, 9, and 10 in Neal’s Yard, London)
and were joined by Delia Derbyshire. They worked on two projects with
Derbyshire. When Derbyshire moved to Cumbria, they visited their friend at
the LYC and were introduced to Li. They showed at LYC in 1977 and became
firm friends of Li’s—bonding over a common interest in Zen Buddhism and
long walks. Their friendship continued despite Elsa’s move to Holland as
Head of the Department for video/sound (Time Based Art) at the Jan van
Eyck Academie, Maastricht. Point in Time dates from when Li visited them in
Holland after the closure of the LYC. 39

Point in Time suggests a journey—both physical and internal. The physical
one is dominated by footage of a rocky terrain that seems to have been shot
from a car and then slowed down. It is frequently abstracted. The film is
punctuated by lingering images of fluttering flags—none of which seem to
bear overt symbols of national affiliation. A modulated drone evokes and
echoes highland winds. We are traversing time and place. Interspersed with
footage of the physical journey(s) are views of Li’s hand preparing for and
performing calligraphy. The preparation of the black ink conveys a luxuriant
treatment of time. An ink stick is pressed against a stone mortar and then
ground down through describing steady rhythmic circular movements.
Minute amounts of water are mixed into the ink to modulate the thickness.
Too thick and the writing will not be fluent. Too thin and the ink will flow too
fast. This is a practiced ritual.
We follow Li’s hand dip a brush into the ink and describe Chinese characters
on paper. The camera shifts to extreme close up. We see the pulse of the
brush in the hand. The movement is not the dramatic flourish of a heroic
Jackson Pollock drip painting, but more the careful listening of the divining
stick or dowsing rod being manipulated over land to locate a source of water.

And as the brush touches the paper, we witness the small oceans of ink from
which the calligrapher structures meaning. This is an internal journey. A
search. This reading is lent support by the appearance of an enigmatic
compass that frames the beginning and the end of the work; the movement
of the needle—from true north to wild gyrations—suggesting circuitous
routes.

Point in Time evidences an engagement with place, spirituality, and
calligraphy—through practice. It encapsulates an exchange of ideas,
aesthetics, and affective registers nurtured through years of discussions
amongst friends in the multiple languages and practices of calligraphy,
sound, and video. It also hints at a shared interest in Buddhism that inflects
both practices: those of Li and Stansfield/Hooykaas. As Dorothea Franck
points out, “Buddhists are not primarily believers but practitioners”. 40 A
section of Franck’s text on Stansfield/Hooykaas bears the title, “Saying what
cannot be said”, and is an uncanny echo of the title of the survey exhibition
of Li’s work, Li Yuan-chia: Tell Me What Is Not Yet Said (2000), curated by Guy
Brett. Both titles emphasise the unknown, the unsaid, and the unsayable,
suggesting the primacy of encounter and feeling as a way to experience the
practice of Li and Stansfield/Hooykaas.
This interpretation of Point in Time also sheds light on how the LYC operated,
where the primacy of encounter—between exhibiting artists and the
landscape; visitors and art; and of all of the above with Li—was privileged.
Where Li’s endless pots of tea and “strange mixture of peanut butter and
mixed fruit” welcomed all with casual warmth, every day of the year until
7pm. 41 Where the rug-making classes, the library, poetry readings, and
children’s art room made every trip to the LYC also an encounter between art
and life—a pit stop in life’s ongoing journey.

The Search for Space & Freedom
If Hooykaas/Stansfield were friends Li knew, Helen Petts was a friend he did
not. Helen Petts’ film, Space & Freedom (2018), was newly commissioned for
Speech Acts and takes its name from Li’s search for the same in Cumbria
(Fig. 32). It begins in darkness. There are no titles, no images, and the black
screen heightens our sense of hearing. Despite this preparation, we still have
to strain to hear a heavily accented male voice whistling; seemingly
communicating in birdsong. Later in the film, we hear him describing his
vision for a place. The voice is Li Yuan-chia’s and the place—the LYC in
Bankside.
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Figure 32.
Helen Petts, Space and Freedom (extract), 2018, digital film with 5.1 sound, 22
minutes and 43 seconds. Digital image courtesy of Film courtesy of Helen
Petts.

These recordings of Li’s voice were hiding in plain sight on reel-to-reel tapes
in the still to be catalogued LYC archives at the Special Collections of the John
Rylands Library. This is the first time this recording has been digitised and
possibly the first time it has been heard since Li recorded it. It literally gives
voice to Li’s ideas for the LYC—a vision he obviously felt compelled to record
for posterity. In the full cut of Space & Freedom, Li says:
Want happen a small theatre … for perform music, and … upstairs
… I would like have my office and a store room. But when I
completely finish … I feel upstairs could very beautifully, could
be, make a lovely art gallery. So I change my mind. No longer will
happen the office and a store room, open for a gallery. Ground
floor … could be used for the theatres, but we only use for one
more play … then no longer have second time. Well, give my new
ideas, I will change from the small theatre, change it to the arts
room. Arts room will be … provide colours, pens, papers, let
everybody, anyone wish coming in and enjoy yourself … draw a
pictures … or writing a poetry … writing a story … sometimes
picture with the story together. So … so it will be give creative joy,
to the children. So children, they have something to do. They are
not running away all the buildings. (Inaudible) very peaceful,
there, they enjoying it. So the parents can, walking around the
gallery, enjoy works of art, or crafts … or enjoy the library books.
42

The recording also provided Petts with a sonic clue to Li’s interest in
contemporary avant-garde classical music. 43 It was recorded over an
episode of the BBC programme, Music of Our Time, which has not been
completely erased by the over-recording—functioning, as Petts points out,
“like pentimenti in painting”. 44 Petts makes a feature of the scratchy nature
of this sound, inviting the musician Steve Beresford to “punctuate” her film
with improvisations from prepared pieces for piano.
Petts uses Li’s archival sound recording as one of the central pillars of Space
& Freedom. She combines it with previously digitised video shot by Li on a
8mm camera; film she shot on location; and original music improvised by
Steve Beresford. The film thus becomes a site for collaboration across

time—with Li and Beresford. A collective exploration of the rhythms,
textures, sights, and sounds of the Cumbrian landscape that inspired Li. By
toggling back and forth between archival and contemporary footage, with
the archival film shown in black and white, Petts allows us to enter the space
and place of the LYC at two different times more than four decades apart.

Space & Freedom’s complex yet light soundscape anchors the LYC in nature.
Birds chirp, tweet and sing; water burbles and gushes; the wind is an
understated presence at the edge of perception; its soughing accompanies
us on rambles through the trees. Slow panning shots frame the quiet majesty
of the LYC’s physical location, underlining the central importance of its
natural setting in the experience for exhibiting artists, visitors, and indeed Li
himself.
David Nash called the LYC “an oasis of how life and art could be”, and likened
it to “a growing plant” in being “vulnerable yet determined”. 45 Space &
Freedom allows us a glimpse into this plant-like oasis, whose capacity to
spark creative thought persisted for Li, even after the LYC’s closure; when its
garden became the stage for his experimentation with photography and, as
shown in one segment of the archival clip above, animation. Li mined the
performative possibilities offered by temporary arrangements of everyday
objects (blocks of wood, a ball, an umbrella, and hedge shears) and his own
body to produce a lyrical body of work tinged with a melancholic beauty (Fig.
33).

Figure 33.
Li Yuan-chia, Tomatoes balanced on wooden blocks in the gardens and
grounds around the LYC Museum, photograph. Digital image courtesy of
LYC Foundation, Li Yuan-chia Archive, The University of Manchester
Library.

Petts’ film may be structured as a collage but it slowly reveals the LYC and its
setting with a painter’s sensibility. It can be seen as a companion piece to
Throw Them Up & let Them Sing, her poetic film on Kurt Schwitters’ exile in
Norway and then the Cumbrian countryside. Petts seems to share the
historian Macaulay’s liking for working on the dead. “With the dead there is
no rivalry,” he wrote. “In the dead there is no change. Plato is never sullen.
Cervantes is never petulant. Demosthenes never comes unreasonably. Dante
never stays too long.” 46 Petts’ film clearly shows us that the dead do speak
to us; but for that we have to be willing to listen.

The Necessity of Collaboration
There is in the discipline of art history an impulse to disentangle entangled
histories—to reduce the complex and the messy to tidy pockets of
monographic depth. Contained. Neat. Sharp-edged. This brief look at a
handful of examples—the formation of a museum and two films—underlines
the need for forms of art-historical research that allow sense to emerge from
polyphony; forms that embody “undisciplined” approaches, not reducible to
neat monographic accounts. 47 It points to the need for “art histories of
excess” that exceed nations, institutions, and singular art historians
examining single objects or single subjects. 48
There is in this call a recognition of the need for collaboration—for both
conducting research and in its staging. The exhibition is one form capacious
enough to do both, while maintaining the possibility for speculation—for
resisting closure. Digital publishing—that allows open access not just to arthistorical propositions, but also to methodologies and, where possible, to
digital copies of underlying archival material—is another.
This issue of British Art Studies also carries an article by David Butler on
Delia Derbyshire; and BAS editor Baillie Card’s interview with the actor,
writer, and director, Caroline Catz. Catz’s recent short film, Delia Derbyshire:
The Myths and the Legendary Tapes (2018), also touches on the time
Derbyshire spent at the LYC. In dialogue with this article, the Speech Acts
exhibition and the symposium on the LYC Museum & Art Gallery, these
initiatives continue the journey towards a multi-authored, expansive, and
entangled history of artistic practice that may help us understand the role of
friendships in Li Yuan-chia’s Cumbrian cosmopolitanism.
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Whatever Happened to Delia Derbyshire?
Delia Derbyshire, Visual Art, and the Myth of her
Post-BBC Activity
David Butler
Abstract
The composer and musician Delia Derbyshire (1937–2001) joined the BBC
Radiophonic Workshop in 1962 and by the end of the decade had made a
major contribution to the British public’s awareness and understanding of
electronic music. Much of that awareness was generated by Derbyshire’s
celebrated realisation, in 1963, of the original theme tune from Doctor Who.
Over the next ten years, Derbyshire’s creative activity as both a BBC
employee and a freelance artist would see her providing music and ‘special
sound’ for television, radio, film, theatre, and live events such as the first
edition of the Brighton Festival in 1967. By 1973, however, Derbyshire had
left the BBC, citing the fact that she was “fed up” with how her work was
being treated by the Corporation because it was “too sophisticated” and that
the BBC was “increasingly being run by committees and accountants”. For
many years, the standard account of Derbyshire’s life has been that,
following her departure from the BBC in 1973, she withdrew from creative
activity until the final few years of her life when she began to collaborate
with Peter Kember (Sonic Boom). These accounts have sometimes veered
into sensationalist cliché—a 2008 article in The Times characterised
Derbyshire as a tragic and self-destructive artist who abandoned music for “a
series of unsuitable jobs” and became a “hopeless alcoholic”.[fn]Russell
Jenkins, “Delia Derbyshire, Producer of Doctor Who Theme Music, has Legacy
Restored”, The Times, 18 July 2008.[/fn] Recent discoveries and donations to
the Delia Derbyshire Archive, however, have pointed to a more complex
understanding of Derbyshire’s activity after she left the BBC. Far from
withdrawing completely from music, Derbyshire would collaborate on a
number of short ‘art’ films in the mid- to late 1970s. This paper draws on this
archival material to provide a clearer and more detailed account of
Derbyshire’s work in the 1970s, including an unreleased recording from an
unfinished project in 1980. Without denying the complications that
Derbyshire encountered during this often difficult phase of her life, the article
demonstrates that Derbyshire remained creatively engaged and also active
as an artist far longer than has often been reported or assumed. In
particular, Derbyshire’s creative activity during these years saw her working
with visual artists, most prominently Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield.
In doing so, Derbyshire furthered her long-standing interest in the
relationship between electronic music and the visual arts. The article thus

provides not only a revisionist account of Derbyshire’s post-BBC activity but
also enhances our understanding of the inter-relationship between electronic
sound, music, and the visual arts in Britain as well as the nature and extent
of Derbyshire’s influence.
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YAMCO with Kaleidophon present a new creative service for
British advertising, combining the best of music with the best of
electronic sound. … To keep up with your present requirements
we must be several years ahead. With our new synthesisers the
range of sounds is limitless and here are some of the sounds
you’re going to be hearing in the seventies. —Brian Hodgson 1
As the 1970s began, the composer and musician Delia Derbyshire
(1937–2001) appeared to be at the height of her creative activity. Based at
the BBC Radiophonic Workshop since 1962, by the end of the decade,
Derbyshire’s distinctive electronic and tape-based music and sound design
had earned her the respect and admiration of colleagues and collaborators
both within the BBC and elsewhere, in theatre, film, and diverse live events
and installations, through her burgeoning profile as a freelance artist. She
was (and still is) most famous for her remarkable realisation of Ron Grainer’s
theme tune for Doctor Who (1963–1989, 1996, 2005–present). That piece
alone had generated considerable public interest in the activity of the
Radiophonic Workshop with substantial press coverage often emphasising
Derbyshire’s role, despite the fact that for much of the 1960s, she and her
colleagues did not receive on-screen or printed credit for their work—in
keeping with BBC policy at the time. The prominence of Doctor Who and
range of her overall output resulted in Derbyshire making a major
contribution to the British public’s awareness and understanding of electronic
music. 2 In 1968, her work featured in two pioneering British concerts of
electronic music at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in London and Liverpool
University’s Mountford Hall respectively (the latter being the first concert of
electronic music given in the north-west of England), but by this point in her
career, she was already active in theatre and film, with productions including
work for the Royal Shakespeare Company and the London Roundhouse.
Having established the short-lived Unit Delta Plus (1966–1967) with the
engineer and composer Peter Zinovieff, one of the key figures in the
development of synthesiser systems such as the VCS3, and her close friend
and fellow member of the Radiophonic Workshop, Brian Hodgson, in the late
1960s, Derbyshire co-founded Kaleidophon, a second independent
organisation for the development of electronic music, with Hodgson and
David Vorhaus in order to further this increasing freelance activity. Hodgson’s
ironic voice-over for Kaleidophon’s demo tape, cited at the start of this
article, looked ahead to the 1970s with playful optimism.
That optimism did not appear to be misplaced at the time. The early 1970s
saw Derbyshire involved with innovative and rewarding projects both within
and beyond the BBC. In July 1970, she collaborated with Edward Lucie-Smith
on “Poets in Prison”, a special event at City Temple Theatre as part of the
City of London Festival, featuring “in semi-dramatised form the outcries of

the Muse in chains” alongside projections and Derbyshire’s music. 3 Less
than six months later, in January 1971, she provided music for a BBC Radio 4
schools broadcast of Ted Hughes’ Orpheus, billed in the Radio Times as a new
verse play for lights, voices, dancers, and music with Derbyshire’s score
evoking the voices of stones and trees. The production won an award at that
year’s Japan Prize contest, an international competition for educational
broadcasting, with Derbyshire receiving the trophy alongside Hughes and the
producer, Dickon Reed, at a celebratory event organised by the BBC.
Yet, barely two years later, Derbyshire was gone from the BBC and
Kaleidophon was no more. The reasons for Derbyshire’s departure in 1973
have been speculated on in various publications and dramatisations of
Derbyshire’s life and it is beyond the scope of this article to address them in
depth. 4 Hodgson’s Kaleidophon demo voice-over anticipated at least three of
the most often cited factors: an increased sense of commercialism and less
artistically satisfying projects; a heightened workload; and the arrival of new
technology in the form of various synthesisers. 5
The working conditions at the BBC Radiophonic Workshop in the early 1970s
were also on record as being difficult, in part due to a lack of adequate
resources, resulting in the manager of the Radiophonic Workshop, Desmond
Briscoe, expressing his concern about the well-being of his staff. To combat
this pressure, the Radiophonic Workshop invested in several synthesisers but
Derbyshire found them less satisfying than her more time-consuming tapebased and musique concrète approach, which placed the emphasis on
generating and crafting her own distinctive sounds. Interviewed by John
Cavanagh in 1999, Derbyshire commented how:
Something serious happened around ‘72, ‘73, ‘74: the world went
out of tune with itself and the BBC went out of tune with itself… I
think, probably, when they had an accountant as director general.
I didn’t like the music business. 6
That view was reinforced in another interview, this time with Sonic Boom
(Peter Kember) from December 1999, where she stated that:
I didn’t want to compromise my integrity any further. I was fed up
with having my stuff turned down because it was too
sophisticated, and yet it was lapped up when I played it to anyone
outside the BBC. The BBC was very wary, increasingly being run
by committees and accountants, and they seemed to be dead

scared of anything that was a bit unusual. And my passion is to
make original, abstract electronic sounds and organise them in a
very appealing, acceptable way, to any intelligent person. 7
After she left the BBC in 1973, Brian Hodgson, who had also moved on from
the Radiophonic Workshop the year before, encouraged Derbyshire to join
him at his new studio, Electrophon. Although Derbyshire is credited onscreen, alongside Hodgson, with providing the music for the horror film, The
Legend of Hell House (1973), her mental health at this point was such that,
according to Hodgson, her contribution to the production was minimal and
the majority of the music was created by Hodgson in tandem with the
uncredited Dudley Simpson. 8 With her employment at the BBC now over,
The Legend of Hell House marked a strange reversal of Derbyshire’s early
career, where she tended not to be credited for her BBC projects—in this
instance, she was receiving an on-screen credit when her work was
apparently absent from the production. 9
What happened to Delia Derbyshire? Where did she go next and what did she
do? The answers to those questions and the fact that those answers have so
often fallen back on a mixture of myths and uncontested assumptions about
Derbyshire also point to a wider set of challenges for art and cultural history
when dealing with such a multimedia artist, whose creativity included
popular and commercial forms, as well as the historical tendency for the role
of sound and music to receive less attention in accounts of audio-visual
works. The standard narrative of Derbyshire’s life is that her departure from
the BBC in 1973 marked a complete withdrawal from creative activity in
general and creating new music in particular, coupled with a decline into ill
health until the last few years of her life, in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
when she began to collaborate with the musician Peter Kember. Variations on
that narrative can be found in numerous journalistic pieces about Derbyshire,
dramatic works, fan overviews, and academic discourses. Bob Stanley’s 2003
item in The Times states that Derbyshire had “quit music in the early
Seventies, but just before she died in 2001, she had started again, with Sonic
Boom.” 10 Jo Hutton’s initial 2008 entry on Derbyshire for the Grove Music
Online encyclopaedia reported that: “she finally left the BBC in 1973 and put
aside music composition for many years, until the late 1990s when she
joined Peter Kember.” 11 Similarly, H.J. Spencer’s overview of Derbyshire for
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography asserts that Derbyshire’s passion
for music was “in abeyance for some years”, after she left the BBC and
Electrophon. 12 Elsewhere, Martyn Wade’s 2002 play for BBC Radio 4, Blue
Veils and Golden Sands, portrays a Delia Derbyshire who lived alone
throughout the last two decades of her life, with no mention of her enduring
relationship with Clive Blackburn, her partner from 1980 until her death in

2001; instead, the play emphasises the revivifying impact of Peter Kember,
who made contact with her in the 1990s. Nicola McCartney’s 2004 play
Standing Wave, written for Reeling & Writhing at the Tron Theatre in
Glasgow, has a non-linear narrative, moving back and forth between
different points in Derbyshire’s life but all contained within a ten-year
temporal pocket of 1963–1973, starting on New Year’s Eve 1973 with Delia in
Cumbria and concluding with the sounds of the Doctor Who theme being
broadcast for the first time in 1963. Once again, the account of Derbyshire’s
life struggles to get far beyond 1973 and her departure from the BBC.
Derbyshire’s Wikipedia entry nudges the cut-off point forward slightly but
states conclusively that in 1975 “she stopped producing music”. 13
This general narrative has also been maintained by the scholarship on
Derbyshire, which has begun to emerge in the last ten years. Louis Niebur,
author of the first monograph on the Radiophonic Workshop, asserts that:
“by the mid-1970s she had completely retired from music.” 14 Teresa
Winter’s thorough 2015 doctoral thesis on Derbyshire’s BBC work notes that:
“after 11 years Derbyshire left her musical career in the early 1970s,
emotionally and physically exhausted by the BBC’s ‘petty bureaucracy’” and
that she only returned to music “during the last decade of her life.” 15 Most
recently, Frances Morgan’s 2017 article, which calls into question some of
the myths and assumptions perpetuated by much of the discourse on
Derbyshire’s life and work, summarises Derbyshire’s latter years by
commenting how “soon after leaving the BBC in 1973, Derbyshire retreated
from music, composing only in private, if at all,” despite offering a more
nuanced summation of her post-BBC output elsewhere in the article. 16
This standard account was one that I subscribed to for several years and it is
also one that was accepted by some of Derbyshire’s closest friends and
colleagues. Brian Hodgson, for example, assumed that Derbyshire had
withdrawn from music after she left the BBC, despite remaining in contact
with her throughout the remainder of her life. 17 At its crudest, it is all too
easy to reduce this substantial period of Derbyshire’s life—the best part of
thirty years—to the well-worn stereotype of the tragic self-destructive artist.
When the existence of Derbyshire’s archive was first announced on the BBC
in 2008, The Times ran an item by Russell Jenkins in which he summarised
her life and career as follows:
Delia Derbyshire, who battled with depression and died, aged only
64, a hopeless alcoholic in 2001, was the godmother of modern
electronic dance music. She carried out pioneering work for the
BBC Radiophonic Workshop in the early 1960s, producing the
familiar Doctor Who signature theme and collaborating with Brian

Jones and Jimi Hendrix among others. … Ms Derbyshire was also a
woman of her times, clad in Biba or Mary Quant, her hair in a
Vidal Sassoon bob, a fixture at the parties of Swinging London
where she was known for her chaotic but exuberant love life. She
worked with … Yoko Ono … and met Paul McCartney to discuss an
opportunity to work on Yesterday. She left the BBC a disillusioned
woman. She struggled with drink and a series of unsuitable jobs,
including radio operator. At one time, she married an out-of-work
miner but eventually settled in the Midlands where she lived in
relative obscurity and would rail, between drinks, against her lack
of critical recognition. 18
There are various misnomers and generalisations in the piece (not least the
erroneous claim that Derbyshire collaborated with Jimi Hendrix—one can only
dream of what extraordinary music they might have created had they
collaborated) but it is telling how Derbyshire’s story is characterised not only
through the familiar trope of the failed, self-destructive artist but also the
emphasis on her lifestyle and the famous people, particularly men, that she
knew rather than her own achievements as an artist. In the case of Paul
McCartney, there is a curious overplaying of the project she might have done
(the background to Yesterday) rather than the significant work that she did
produce. This tendency to emphasise celebrity relationships, associations
with “great men” and tragic decline is comparable to the “constant overprivileging of life over art”, which is interrogated by Kate Dorney and Maggie
Gale in their collection of essays on Vivien Leigh. 19 Informed by the Victoria
and Albert Museum’s 2013 acquisition of Leigh’s personal archive, these
essays move beyond the popular and journalistic accounts of Leigh that tend
to address her primarily in the context of her relationship with Laurence
Olivier. In a similar vein, this article draws on several years of extensive
archival research and interviews with Derbyshire’s friends, colleagues, and
her partner to complicate the standard narrative of Delia Derbyshire’s postBBC career and reveals that, without denying the complications that she
encountered during this often difficult phase of her life, Derbyshire remained
both creatively engaged and active as an artist far longer than has often
been reported or assumed. In particular, Derbyshire’s creative activity during
these years saw her collaborating with visual artists, most prominently
Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield, as well as a period assisting the
Chinese-born artist Li Yuan-chia at his celebrated LYC Museum & Art Gallery
in north-east Cumbria. In doing so, Derbyshire furthered her long-standing
interest in the relationship between music and the visual arts. The article
thus provides not only a revisionist account of Derbyshire’s post-BBC activity

but also enhances our understanding of experimental work exploring the
inter-relationship between visual art, electronic sound, and music in Britain
and the nature and extent of Derbyshire’s influence.

Delia Derbyshire and the Visual
Derbyshire’s affinity for the visual arts and its influence on her approach to
creating electronic sound and music can be traced back to her childhood. In
2011, the John Rylands Library acquired from Andi Wolf, the occupier of
Derbyshire’s childhood home in Coventry, a substantial collection of
Derbyshire’s schoolbooks, which provide a fascinating insight into her
emerging artistic tastes and creative principles. The importance of music in
her life is clear, with references to her favourite composers including Bach,
Mozart and, especially, to Beethoven’s piano sonatas as well as her
admiration for dances by Shostakovich. There is little, however, which
appears to point directly to her later enthusiasm for electronic sound and
music.

Figure 1.
Delia Derbyshire, Untitled doodle, in Delia Derbyshire, Lower III Homework
Note Book, 1950, pen sketch. Collection of the Delia Derbyshire Archive,
John Rylands Library, University of Manchester (BDD/1/4/3). Digital image
courtesy of David Butler.

An interest in the potential of ordinary objects to make music and the
transformation of everyday sound, which would be at the core of her
adoption of musique concrète techniques in the 1960s, gathering and
manipulating recordings of found sounds (her beloved metal lampshade

being perhaps the most prominent), can nevertheless be identified in some
of her school exercises, where she often refers to the sounds made by
everyday objects. 20 That sensitivity to the musical potential of the sound of
“non-musical” objects is evident in her later recollections of the sound of air
raid sirens during the Blitz in Coventry or the percussive clip-clop rhythms of
factory workers’ clogs hurrying to work on the cobbled streets of Preston,
where she was evacuated to for several years—an influence that is audible in
the underlying rhythms of pieces such as Pot au Feu (1968) and Way Out
(1969). More revealing, however, are the numerous “doodles” which appear
throughout her various schoolbooks and seem to anticipate some of the
recurring ideas at work in her approach to sound design and music that she
developed at the Radiophonic Workshop. These drawings are often abstract,
geometric patterns and miniatures, sometimes taking a basic element and
then repeating the design but augmenting it further with each iteration. One
of the most interesting sketches in this respect comes in her Lower Third
homework notebook from 1950 (Fig. 1).
It is not too fanciful to identify the origins of some of the core principles of
Derbyshire’s later creative practice in these doodles: an interest in repetition
and loops, taking a raw pattern or sound and embellishing it through gradual
transformations, maybe augmenting the pitch or filtering the sound and
adding further elements. Elsewhere there are variations and modulations of
Derbyshire’s initials and doodles, which seem to echo her Catholic
upbringing with suggestions of the sacred (Fig. 2). Her school paintings also
reveal a fascination with repetition and looped patterns (Fig. 3).

Figure 2.
Delia Derbyshire, Untitled doodle, in Form V Note Book, undated, pen
sketch. Collection of the Delia Derbyshire Archive, John Rylands Library,
University of Manchester (BDD/1/3/5). Digital image courtesy of David
Butler.

Figure 3.
Delia Derbyshire, Untitled painting, in Lower III
Schoolwork, 1 February 1950. Collection of the Delia
Derbyshire Archive, John Rylands Library, University of
Manchester. Digital image courtesy of University of
Manchester.

A much more obvious influence in terms of the integration of electronic
music and visual art was her experience of attending Le Corbusier’s Philips
Pavilion, designed for the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair. Derbyshire travelled to
Expo ‘58 with her friend and fellow music student from Cambridge, the
composer Jonathan Harvey. As they entered and left the Pavilion, they would
hear Iannis Xenakis’ musique concrète piece Concret PH (1958) and, within
the Pavilion, Edgar Varèse’s Poème électronique (1958) was synchronised to
a film of black and white photographs in addition to shifting patterns of
coloured light. The music was diffused via a complex sound projection
system, which employed several hundred speakers that could be activated in
varying combinations to transform the nature of the sonic presentation and
the spatialisation of Varèse’s composition. The experience had an
undoubtedly profound impact on Derbyshire: within ten years, she was

contributing to, as well as co-organising, immersive environments and
events that brought visual projections and electronic music together, and an
enduring interest in the relationship between music and visual art was
cemented.
Derbyshire’s ability to “visualise” music impressed her first colleagues at the
BBC, where she worked initially as a studio manager. She described her
ability to pinpoint precisely where a requested extract on a record would
begin by holding the LP up to the light so that she could “see the trombones”
in the disc’s grooves “and put the needle down exactly where it was” much
to the amazement of her peers. 21 That affinity for the visual was deepened
when she transferred to the Radiophonic Workshop in 1962 and quickly
established her creative practice. Although she often employed conventional
notation, her archive includes numerous instances where she makes use of
more graphic approaches (Fig. 4).

Figure 4.
Delia Derbyshire, Rough graphic score for untitled
composition, in The Tower and unspecified
project(s), ca. 1964. Collection of the Delia
Derbyshire Archive, John Rylands Library,
University of Manchester (DDA/1/1/3/1). Digital
image courtesy of University of Manchester.

At the Radiophonic Workshop, Derbyshire had multiple opportunities to work
on projects about key figures and movements in art history, particularly
through her contribution to the educational “For Schools” programming on
Radio 4. These programmes included a BBC 2 documentary about Henry
Moore (I Think in Shapes, 1968), and two “For Schools” features in the “Art
and Design” strand from 1968 and 1971, respectively (Fig. 5). The first was
on Cubism, written by Edward Lucie-Smith and featuring the poems of
Apollinaire with an emphasis on Picasso and the parallels between Cubism
and music; and the second on Eduardo Paolozzi. She also scored an edition of
Omnibus, directed by Leslie Megahey, which focused on Goya—this was one
of Derbyshire’s final works for the BBC, broadcast on 29 October 1972. The
“Art and Design” radio programmes presented particular creative challenges

as Derbyshire was required, as Desmond Briscoe noted, “to act as a link
between the transparencies”, which were made available to some schools as
well as conveying a sense of Picasso’s painting and Paolozzi’s sculpture
through sound and music in a non-visual medium. 22
View this illustration online
Figure 5.
British Broadcasting Corporation, I think in Shapes: Henry Moore (extract), first
broadcast, 27 August 1968, 45 second extract from 35 minute film.

Lights—Sound—Installation! Collaborations with Hornsey College of
Art
All of these projects came towards the end of Derbyshire’s time at the BBC
but a far more important encounter at the Radiophonic Workshop took place
much earlier, in 1965, and would have a significant impact on the nature of
her freelance work outside the Corporation. The incident in question was a
visit to the Workshop by the artists Clive Latimer and Michael Leonard and
the result was a fruitful collaboration between Derbyshire and the Light/
Sound Workshop (LSW) at Hornsey College of Art. The LSW was formed in
1963, in part by Latimer, and was part of the Advanced Studies Group at
Hornsey under Latimer’s direction. The LSW was at the forefront of
experiments in Britain to explore the relationship between sound and light
projection. Their first professional performances took place in 1963, including
a combination of lighting and image projection onto a cycloramic backdrop
for the production Ex-Africa at that year’s Edinburgh Festival, which
combined poetry, jazz, and dance with the LSW’s projections. The LSW’s own
information sheet, compiled ahead of the 1965–1966 season, described its
key objective as being:
To develop a technique of projection light in which moving
abstract colour images are correlated with patterns of sound. The
essence of the technique is the use of continuous sequences of
black and white or colour projection material in motion in one or
more light beams. By the use of a number of layers of projection
material in the light beam together with one or more light beams,
a complex permutation of images is seen on the screen. This is
further developed by optical means, mirrors, lenses and
interference patterns. Movement is the basis of the technique and
the development of control has been a major problem. The initial
order of movement was left/right and up/down together with
enlarging and diminishing the images. Further development in
movement has extended our control so forms can explode or

contract, move in spiral or wave motions, or fluid free movement.
… The relationship between the moving image and sound is the
essence of our technique. Image sequences can be developed to
existing music but the use of electronic music and music concrete
allows greater freedom and closer integration of sound and
image. The most obvious relation of sound to image is a direct
parallel, sharing rhythm and mood. More difficult is to set sound
in counterpoint to the image—for example, soft fluid sounds can
be set in contract [sic] with sharp broken images. Experiments
linking new patterns of sound with new operating techniques are
continually being investigated by Michael Leonard. 23
The document identified the Light/Sound Workshop’s future priorities as
including the development of architectural lighting and kinetic sculptures,
and both of these aims were furthered through collaborations with Delia
Derbyshire across 1966 and 1967. It is not surprising that, given the
document’s identification of the benefits of electronic music and musique
concrète, Latimer and Leonard would seek out the Radiophonic Workshop
and establish a constructive dialogue with Derbyshire, which took root in
1965. They were not alone in seeking to collaborate with the Radiophonic
Workshop to research the relationship between electronic music and
image—since its establishment in 1958, the Radiophonic Workshop’s
reputation had increased substantially, and by the mid-1960s had an
international reach. The Academy Award-winning animator, Derek Lamb,
then a Lecturer in Light and Communications at Harvard University’s
Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, wrote to Briscoe on 26 September 1966
stating that he had heard “a lot of complimentary things about your
workshop’s compositions and experiments in electronic music” and asked if
it would be possible to have tapes of the Workshop’s music to use as a
soundtrack for visual experiments in film and animation at Harvard. 24 Later
that year, Robert Hyde, Lecturer in Fine Arts at Wimbledon School of Art, also
contacted the Radiophonic Workshop to discuss the incorporation of
electronic sound in his environmental conjunctions of structures, coloured
light, projections, and movement.
Leonard wrote to Desmond Briscoe on 19 May 1965 thanking him for the
opportunity to visit the Radiophonic Workshop and discuss electronic music
with Briscoe and his staff, offering, in return, a visit to the Light/Sound
Workshop “to show you our own techniques of light projection”. 25 The
possibility of the two facilities collaborating, perhaps gathering on an
evening to see how “visual material could be related to any existing tapes”
or developing an improvisation around Radiophonic Workshop material, was
suggested by Leonard and Derbyshire seems to have responded

enthusiastically. 26 She was the member of the Radiophonic Workshop who
engaged most extensively with visual artists interested in working with
electronic sound, and that was manifest most prominently in her freelance
activity with Unit Delta Plus.

Figure 6.
Typescript letter with handwritten notes and sketches from
Michael Leonard to Delia Derbyshire, in Letters, Notes and Draft
Programme Notes, 24 August 1966. Collection of the Delia
Derbyshire Archive, John Rylands Library, University of
Manchester (DDA/1/1/6/5/1). Digital image courtesy of University
of Manchester.

Although short-lived, Unit Delta Plus (Derbyshire, Brian Hodgson, and Peter
Zinovieff) held or contributed to a number of innovative events that
experimented with sound, light, and image projection. The first of these was
a concert at the fledgling Watermill Theatre, Bagnor on 10 September 1966
(the Watermill had only just been converted and would not produce its first
professional season of theatre until the following year, in 1967). Billed as
“Unit Delta Plus Concert of Electronic Music”, the event was a genuine

collaboration between Derbyshire, Hodgson, and Zinovieff and the Light/
Sound Workshop. Correspondence between Michael Leonard and Unit Delta
Plus reveals that considerable thought was given to how the sound and
images should interact, and Leonard met with Derbyshire to discuss possible
approaches to the relationship between the sound and light projections at
the event. This relationship was founded on variations of four basic patterns:
sound with image; sound or image alone; no projected sound and image.
Within those basic configurations, there was the scope for more nuanced and
complex interactions, including visual and audio fading, the movement of
images in relation to sound, and shifts in both audio-visual intensity and the
location of the audio through the placement of speakers (Fig. 6).
Leonard suggested that the voices in the programmed 15-minute extract
from Amor Dei (1964), Derbyshire’s acclaimed 45-minute collaboration with
the dramatist Barry Bermange, in which a poetic collage of the voices of
everyday people discussing their feelings about God were set to Derbyshire’s
ambient transformations of a chorister singing, could come from all points
around the audience with each voice from a different speaker. Although that
proposal would be too difficult to achieve given the amount of voices in the
piece and the way it was mixed and recorded, there are notes in Derbyshire’s
archive on when to fade up certain speakers with the most complex
arrangements for Amor Dei, and simpler instructions for Zinovieff’s Tarantella
(1966) and her Moogies Bloogies (1966). Derbyshire was pivotal in the
event’s development, securing permission to use an extract from Amor Dei
for “a non-profit-making concert of electronic music, to be given before an
invited audience at a private theatre” that “I am organising.” 27 In addition to
featuring existing and solo works by Derbyshire (Pot Pourri from 1966, as
well as Amor Dei and Moogies Bloogies), Zinovieff, and Hodgson, the concert
also included a new three-part 20-minute piece, Random Together 1, by
Zinovieff and Derbyshire. The first and last parts of the piece were
“composed with light projection in mind”, whereas the central section was
played without visual accompaniment as it was “musically self-sufficient”. 28
The projections were abstract in nature and, as Brian Hodgson recalls, took
the form of slowly moving coloured oils, oozing around “like a flattened,
multi-coloured lava lamp”. 29 This was a significant event, pre-dating some of
the more prominent concerts of electronic music held in Britain in 1968 and,
according to Hodgson, it was very successful. 30 The distinctive addition here
was the visual interaction. As well as the projections from Hornsey College’s
Light/Sound Workshop, the hour-long interval gave attendees the opportunity
to explore an exhibition of paintings by Zinovieff’s five-year-old daughter,
Sofka, and a moving electro-magnetic sculpture by Takis, who had begun to
develop his sculptures musicales in the previous year and had exhibited his
electro-musical relief at the Indica Gallery in London, in the same year as the
Bagnor concert—1966.

Unit Delta Plus followed the Bagnor concert with their participation in
another event bringing together sound and light projections: the Million Volt
Light and Sound Rave, held at the Roundhouse in London on two nights in
late January and early February 1967. This particular happening has acquired
legendary status through the involvement of the Beatles and their Carnival of
Light piece, which has still to receive an official release, having been vetoed
by surviving members of the group, despite Paul McCartney’s wish to put the
recording out. There is little documentation confirming the full extent of
Derbyshire’s involvement at the event and how the Unit Delta Plus material
might have interacted with the visuals. For Brian Hodgson,
As usual in those days it was complete chaos no one really
knowing what was going on lots of noise and people milling about
we eventually found someone to take charge of [Paul
McCartney’s] tape and after a few minutes we left and went to
the pub. I have no recollection of whatever, if anything, was
played from Delia or Unit Delta Plus. 31
Far better documented is Derbyshire’s contribution to the K4: Kinetic Four
Dimensional immersive environments that were installed on the West Pier as
part of the first edition of the Brighton Festival, across 14–30 April 1967.
These “kinetic/audio/visual environments”, incorporating the mechanical
sculptures of Bruce Lacey and music of Pink Floyd, were instigated by the
Light/Sound Workshop. Four distinct environments were outlined by Clive
Latimer in November 1966: Kinetic Arena, Kinetic Labyrinth, The Dream
Machine, and Balloon Structures (aerial structures of helium-filled balloons,
which were to be tethered over the pier and floodlit at night). Kinetic Arena
was designed to be a large-scale social space for dancing with thirty
loudspeakers providing a sense of surround sound and continuously
developing moving images projected onto a white elliptical cyclorama.
Conversely, Kinetic Labyrinth was intended to be “a more enclosed and
personal experience”. 32 The Labyrinth was to showcase the work of British
and international kinetic artists, with an emphasis on generating a
contemplative mood through colours and images being projected onto
Perspex walls with sonic accompaniment, shifting to pulses of light, strong
colour, and a sense of “illusion and disorientation”. 33 The Dream Machine
was intended to provide an even more intimate experience, aimed at the
solitary individual with the emphasis on fantasies and creating in the subject
a sense of being immersed within the image. Building on their earlier work
together, Michael Leonard wrote to Derbyshire on 13 December 1966 to
confirm that the project was going ahead and that the LSW would require at

least half an hour of electronic sound from Derbyshire with individual pieces
structured to the requirements of the programme, ranging from 3 to 10
minutes in duration. 34
Derbyshire’s audio archive at the University of Manchester contains two
tapes with labels referring to the Brighton Festival event: one is labelled
“Extracts from Brighton Festival” and runs for just under 4 minutes and the
second is labelled “2 Bands—Labyrynth, Beachcomber for Brighton Festival
1967” and contains two cues running for just under 8 minutes and 8 minutes
30 seconds, respectively. The majority of these cues for the K4 environments
comprised collages, re-edits, and transformations of some of Derbyshire’s
existing work segueing into fresh configurations but there is original material
as well. “Labyrynth” (which is spelled “Labyrinth” elsewhere in Derbyshire’s
archive) is an extended edit of the ambient backgrounds from the
“underwater” movement of The Dreams (1964), the first of the four
Inventions for Radio that Derbyshire collaborated on with Barry Bermange, in
which members of the public discussed their dream experiences, including
dreams of drowning or being submerged beneath the waves. This material
would be re-edited again by Derbyshire into The Delian Mode, running at 5
minutes 38 seconds and released on record in 1968. The mood is sombre,
spacious, and haunting, with slowly undulating drones interrupted by pools of
metallic sound, evocative of muted depth charges, with sounds generated
from the bell-like tones of a metal lampshade. It is not clear from
Derbyshire’s notes which of the K4 environments each cue was intended for
but there are clear parallels (beyond the obvious shared name) between the
contemplative mood described by Latimer in Kinetic Labyrinth and the sonic
properties of Derbyshire’s cue “Labyrynth”.
If "Labyrynth" was a relatively uncomplicated extension of her existing
material, "Beachcomber" is a far more dynamic reinvention of some of
Derbyshire’s earlier work, combined with new elements. The cue makes
substantial use of familiar rhythmic passages that feature in Pot au Feu and
Way Out, specifically the percussive, clicking “clip-clop” rhythms and bass
pulse, but repeatedly alters their speed and pitch so that the familiar
material is often difficult to discern: in some instances, the pitch and speed
of the material has been changed so much that the clicking rhythms sound
like a chorus of tropical frogs and cicadas giving the piece a throbbing,
organic quality. After an opening sequence of the percussive material
gradually increasing in pitch until it takes on its recognisable form, the
melody from Way Out, sourced from a sine wave oscillator, is introduced
before the piece segues into further transformations of the percussive
material, combined with waves of white noise that subside into a more
spacious, floating sequence accompanied by rising and falling phrases of surf
guitar and simulated waves. The final stages of the cue transition into
material from Moogies Bloogies and Way Out segueing together in fresh

configurations. The cue as a whole is an excellent example of Derbyshire’s
ability to re-work her “back catalogue” of sound sources and isolated
elements from her existing creations into distinctive new forms that relate to
their context—in this instance, Derbyshire responds playfully to the seaside
setting of the K4 environments on the West Pier with a coastal soundscape
that takes the listener to a fantasy beach and electroacoustic Everglades
beyond the immediate locale (Fig. 7).
[mul]
This re-purposing of existing material was true of Derbyshire’s final
collaboration with Leonard, The Coloured Wall at the Association of Electrical
Engineers Exhibition at Earls Court, which opened in late March 1968 (and
featured, again, elements from Moogies Bloogies and Way Out as well as her
special sound for Ron Grainer’s musical On the Level [1966] and the film
Work is a Four Letter Word [1968]). By now, Unit Delta Plus had folded and
Derbyshire’s freelance activity was done through Kaleidophon. The Light/
Sound Workshop would soon be at an end as well. Clive Latimer was expelled
from his post at Hornsey College of Art after he supported the student
uprisings of May 1968. 35 The 1960s closed with Derbyshire having
generated considerable experience from collaborating with and advising
visual artists interested in the possibilities of electronic sound and music.
Although the following decade would bring major changes in the nature of
her creative activity, her interest in and involvement with visual art would
continue as a crucial and rewarding aspect of her life.

Free as a White Bird: Collaborations with Stansfield/Hooykaas
If the collaboration with Hornsey College of Art’s Light/Sound Workshop was
the most significant that Delia Derbyshire had with visual artists in the
1960s, then her most important collaboration in the 1970s was with
Stansfield/Hooykaas. Working initially under the title “White Bird”, Stansfield/
Hooykaas was the collective name for the Scottish artist Elsa Stansfield and
the Dutch artist Madelon Hooykaas. The two first met in London in 1966 but
began their lengthy collaboration in 1972. Over the course of the following
thirty years, Stansfield/Hooykaas would create a rich body of work that
integrated aspects of art and science with a particular interest in time and
memory. Training as visual artists (painting; and drawing and photography,
respectively), their initial collaborative projects were in film but, in the
mid-1970s, they transferred their attention to video and gallery installation
pieces, being among the first European artists to have videos exhibited in
gallery spaces. Starting with What’s it to You?, exhibited at Glasgow’s Third
Eye Centre in 1975, Stansfield and Hooykaas helped, as Malcolm Dickson
asserts, “to define the expanded area of video installation”. 36 They
collaborated with Derbyshire on two films, Een van die dagen (One of These

Days) in 1973 and Overbruggen (About Bridges) 1975, but Derbyshire’s
influence would remain a tangible presence in many of their video and
installation works into the 1980s and beyond.
Derbyshire had already worked with Stansfield on the award-winning art film
Circle of Light (1972). Directed by Anthony Roland, the film shimmers and
drifts through the luminous and haunting photography of Pamela Bone:
uncanny evocations of beaches, marshland, forests, and sunsets. With the
exception of a brief introduction from Bone, the film is wordless, set to a
slowly shifting soundscape of natural, elemental sounds and animal calls,
blended with Derbyshire’s music at its characteristic ambient best.
Derbyshire re-purposes some of her favourite material (the resonances of her
beloved metal lampshade, heard most famously in her piece Blue Veils and
Golden Sands from an episode of the factual series The World About Us
broadcast in 1968 on the Tuareg nomads in the Sahara) but integrates new
elements as well into a sensitively crafted whole. The film won first prize at
the Cork International Festival with subsequent screenings around the world.
The sound is credited to both Stansfield and Derbyshire; Hooykaas has
confirmed that Stansfield was responsible for the vast majority of the
recordings of natural sound, but a precise account of who was responsible for
what and how Stansfield and Derbyshire collaborated is impossible to
determine from the available evidence. 37
That positive experience resulted in Derbyshire being commissioned by
Stansfield and Hooykaas for their first full collaborative film, One of These
Days. Stansfield was now established at her new studio facility—8, 9 and
10—named after its location in Neal’s Yard, Covent Garden above the market.
The space was converted and equipped for editing as well as animation and
it was here that Brian Hodgson founded Electrophon, after he left the
Radiophonic Workshop in 1972. Derbyshire completed the music for both
One of These Days and About Bridges at the Electrophon facility, the second
project being undertaken after she had left the BBC in 1973. One of These
Days was shot in Amsterdam and Rotterdam during October 1972 and
Derbyshire was involved from an early stage of the production. Hooykaas
and Stansfield were keen to avoid the usual practice of handing a completed
film over to the composer and invited Derbyshire to attend the shooting in
Holland, so that she could become fully immersed in the aims of the project.
Of the two films, there is a more heightened sense of tension and dialogue
between Derbyshire’s music and the film’s images and narrative content in
One of These Days. The 30-minute film is a portrait of the artist Marte Röling.
We follow Röling through her bohemian lifestyle with her friends, see her at
work, planning to paint a ship with multiple images of mouths, contemplating
her appearance, her life, how she will be in old age and adopting children as
she travels around and between Amsterdam and Rotterdam, combined with

the voices of other people on different aspects of life and death. The film
takes what Hooykaas describes as a “tongue in cheek” and somewhat critical
approach to Röling and that comes across most potently in the contrast
between what we see, Röling’s words and Derbyshire’s music. 38 Much of
Derbyshire’s score is founded on the repetition and augmentation of specific
words, underlining her fondness for the human voice as a sound source to be
transformed: “mouth”, “dream”, and “beautiful” often appear to undermine
Röling’s views or suggest a self-absorbed nature. Early in the film, we see
Röling eating and drinking with friends after a party, as she discusses in
voice-over her plans to paint and various relationships, but the sincerity of
her plans and comments on her friendships are offset by Derbyshire’s
incessant, hypnotic repetition of “dream."
One of the most striking passages of the film, in terms of audio-visual
tension, is a near 4-minute sequence of Röling travelling by train. As she
reflects on how she is curious to know what she will be like in old age,
Derbyshire’s rapid oscillations rise in pitch to create the impression of time
running out, hurtling Röling towards oblivion (Fig. 8).
[mul]

About Bridges combines melancholic treated trumpet phrases with child-like
nursery rhyme melodies played by a synthesiser. In both films, Derbyshire
creates fresh material without revisiting sounds from earlier projects, almost
certainly a result of being brought into each production at an early stage
and, in the case of About Bridges, being free of any BBC commitments. For
Derbyshire, the collaboration was especially rewarding and, as her partner
Clive Blackburn acknowledged, she loved working with Hooykaas and
Stansfield. 39
One of These Days and About Bridges were screened on Dutch television and
at international festivals, in cities including Toronto, New York, Grenoble, and
Rotterdam. But Stansfield and Hooykaas were frustrated at the limited
exposure their work was receiving and the high cost of film-making. Instead,
they “much preferred to see our work shown in a visual arts context. By
making our own exhibitions and being present there, we hoped for a more
immediate, personal response.” 40 In 1975, Stansfield/Hooykaas began
making videos to be presented and installed in galleries and site-specific
environments. The lower costs of video production meant that it was difficult
to commission original scores, so Elsa Stansfield instead created the
soundtrack for many of these video pieces. Nevertheless, Derbyshire’s
presence is clearly audible in much of this work. In fact, Labyrinth of Lines
(1978) uses direct samples from Derbyshire’s score for One of These Days,
but on video works such as See Through Lines (1977), Running Time (1979),
Transitions (1979), Two Sides of the Story (1981), Vi Deo Volente (1985), and

Point in Time (1987) there is a recognisable “Delian” aesthetic in play:
sustained drones and rhythmic sequences or ambiences generated from
looped and augmented everyday sound sources.
If Elsa Stansfield was responsible for the “natural” sound in the earlier films
with Derbyshire, these later works often find her creating and manipulating
found sound as Derbyshire did (e.g. electricity pylons in the case of Point in

Time or a looped and treated heartbeat in Running Time). 41 As Hooykaas
acknowledged, “I’m sure they influenced each other—I learnt myself a lot
from Elsa and probably also from Delia about sound because now I’m making
my own soundtracks … people like [John] Cage … [and] Delia have
influenced me enormously.” 42 This exchange of ideas, knowledge, skills, and
techniques—a dialogue furthered by Derbyshire and Stansfield working
alongside each other in the same facility at 8, 9 and 10—is consistent with
Freida Abtan’s observations about the importance of “community-building
and skills-sharing practices to help women engage with electronic music
culture,” which has otherwise privileged male inclusion and success. 43
Instead of emphasising the lone, exceptional genius, Derbyshire’s
collaborations, taking in her work with the Light/Sound Workshop, are an
example of Brian Eno’s concept of “scenius”, which places the emphasis
instead on “the creative intelligence of a community” with the innovations of
individuals dependent on an “active flourishing cultural scene”. 44 Hooykaas’
deep interest in Zen Buddhism (she spent time in a Japanese monastery prior
to her partnership with Stansfield) finds parallels in Derbyshire’s predilection
for meditative, trance-like ambient passages and rhythmic loops, often
sculpted from the sound of everyday objects and elements. In doing so,
Derbyshire’s approach to much of her music was a clear kindred spirit for the
future video/work of Stansfield/Hooykaas. Janneke Wesseling identifies the
commitment of Stansfield/Hooykaas to the principle that:
Being one with nature means being one with the wind, with the
ebb and flow of the tide and with the changing seasons. But
Stansfield/Hooykaas are also fascinated with other, invisible
forces of nature such as magnetic fields, radio waves and
electricity. In their work they show how everything that exists is
intertwined. Everything, from a rock to a rose, is animated with
movement and change. 45
That ethos is present in Derbyshire’s love of the music in the sounds around
or within us, whether that was a knock on the door, a clap of thunder, a
metal lampshade, or one’s own voice and breath.

Cumbria and Beyond the Radiophonic
By the time About Bridges was released in 1975, Derbyshire had long since
left London and relocated to the north of England, near the border between
Cumbria and Northumberland, but her contact and creative interaction with
Elsa Stansfield and Madelon Hooykaas was far from over. She was employed
initially as a radio operator for Laing’s gas pipeline, liaising with French
personnel in a major pipe laying operation, and it is generally from this point
on that the standard accounts of her life tend to assert that she was no
longer active as a musician. Her creative activity, however, would resume in
a professional capacity when she assisted the Chinese artist Li Yuan-chia at
his LYC Museum & Art Gallery. This was no conventional museum or gallery.
The range and influence of Li Yuan-chia’s visionary practice and philosophy
has escaped the attention of many accounts of late twentieth-century art
history. As Diana Yeh surmises, Li’s “extraordinarily eclectic art practice”,
running across painting, sculpture, poetry, calligraphy, and videography, has
proven difficult to place and categorise. 46 For Guy Brett, “the fact that Li
Yuan-chia has been missed by the art establishments of so many countries
suggests that they have no instruments fine enough to detect a journey [and
influence]” that was otherwise known to many people and had a
considerable and lasting influence. 47 The ultimate expression of Li’s thought
and practice was the LYC Museum & Art Gallery. Li founded the LYC in 1972,
buying and renovating a run-down farmhouse from the artist Winifred
Nicholson and transforming it into a remarkable community arts space
complete with a children’s room, print room, library, and space for visiting
artists to stay and exhibit their work. All of this took place in the hamlet of
Banks, right beside the line of Hadrian’s Wall and the LYC remained open
until 1982 (Figs. 9, 10, and 11).

Figure 7.
The LYC Museum & Art Gallery, 11 August 2016, photograph. Digital
image courtesy of David Butler.

Figure 8.
Li Yuan-chia at the entrance to the LYC Museum & Art Gallery meeting
Edinburgh Arts participants, 17 July 1976, photograph. Collection of the
Demarco European Art Foundation & Demarco Digital Archive, University
of Dundee (A.6B.036). Digital image courtesy of Demarco European Art
Foundation & Demarco Digital Archive, University of Dundee.

Figure 9.
The LYC Museum & Art Gallery sign, 11 August 2016, photograph. Digital
image courtesy of David Butler.

Derbyshire was living in the nearby village of Gilsland, where she had
married David Hunter, a local labourer, in the hope of being accepted by the
rural community, where she was conscious of her outsider status. The
marriage was not a happy one. Instead, Derbyshire was drawn to the artistic
vibrancy of the LYC, where she worked across 1976 and 1977 for little money
but could stay for free. 48 The Times had printed a feature on the LYC in 1974
and observed that Li needed “help in running the museum, and he
desperately needs an assistant to take some of the load off his own back.” 49
Staying at the LYC, Derbyshire gave Li crucial support in running the Museum
and Gallery. According to her future partner, Clive Blackburn, “Delia loved
[the LYC] because of all the visiting artists and sculptors … she used to spend
ages talking with them … she loved mixing with any sort of creative people
really not just in the music field.” 50 Her role was primarily to help arrange
exhibitions, liaise with the artists, and entertain them during their stay. In
this respect, Derbyshire was drawing on her existing organisational
skills—she had managed the Radiophonic Workshop when Desmond Briscoe
went on leave and had experience of organising complex artistic events as
demonstrated by the Unit Delta Plus concert at the Watermill.
In the 1977 season overseen by Derbyshire, the LYC exhibited the work of
Winifred Nicholson, Charlie Brown and Eddie O’Donnelly, Nanea Bell, Thetis
Blacker, Alex Fraser, David Trubridge, Elizabeth Tate, Antoinette Wijnberg,
Niek Welboren, Jim Gavin, Ralph Bell, David Johnstone, and Syl Macro, as well

as Li Yuan-chia himself and Derbyshire’s friends and former collaborators
Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield, who visited Derbyshire on several
occasions during her time in Cumbria. This was not exactly a remote,
isolated existence. Banks is close to the main road—the A69—between the
cities of Newcastle and Carlisle and the rural soundscape with the Pennines
to the south and Lakeland fells to the south-west would be interrupted
intermittently by the nearby train line or, as Guy Brett notes, “the terrifying
scream of low-flying fighter jets, emanating from the RAF base at Leeming.”
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Numerous visitors would pass through Banks on their way to and from
Hadrian’s Wall, whether or not the LYC was their planned destination—around
30,000 a year at the height of the LYC’s success. Neither was Derbyshire’s
life devoid of music during her time in Cumbria. According to Clive Blackburn,
she still possessed two pianos, her much-loved spinet (which provided what
Blackburn describes as a form of therapy as Derbyshire delighted in playing
the instrument loudly so that she could “drown” in its sound), an electric
organ, and VCS3 synthesiser. 52

At the LYC, Li Yuan-chia would have been another kindred spirit in his
openness to the integration of different forms of expression and the music of
everyday objects. Guy Brett, who had assisted Derbyshire and Zinovieff with
borrowing work by Takis for the 1966 Watermill event, notes how Li “had a
dream of how ‘painting, sculpture, architecture, environment, poetry,
photography, embroidery, touch, sound, and so on’ might be combined in a
kind of creative explosion participated in by everyone,” 53 and this vivid
description could be applied easily to Derbyshire’s experiments with the
Light/Sound Workshop. Given that shared interest, it is hard to imagine that
Li and Derbyshire did not discuss the possibilities of bringing music, sound,
and visual art together. There is no conclusive evidence, however, which
points to any concrete results of creative dialogue between the two. Li’s
archive, also housed at the John Rylands library, includes a 45-minute
cassette from the 1980s titled Time Toy No. 1 Symphony, which is an
untreated recording of the clock mechanisms and chimes in several of Li’s
reliefs. Derbyshire had created cues for various projects using the sound of
clocks and simulated mechanical workings (The Tower [1964], for example,
uses the sound of the clock mechanism inside Big Ben and much of her work
for On the Level simulates the sound of machine rhythms). There is no sonic
manipulation at work in Time Toy No. 1 Symphony and it is difficult to hear
any overt trace of Derbyshire’s influence in the recording beyond a mutual
interest in the potential of everyday objects to create music.
Derbyshire might not have been involved with any new projects as a
musician during her time in Cumbria but she remained, as Brian Hodgson
reflected, “fascinated by the act of creation” and her work at the LYC required
her to be creatively and artistically engaged. 54 Nonetheless, the years that

she lived and worked in Cumbria were not easy for her. 55 She clearly
connected with the region—in 1977, she wrote to Desmond Briscoe
congratulating him on his recent radio feature A Wall Walks Slowly: The
Sound of Cumbria, which provided a portrait of Cumbria through the poems
of Norman Nicholson and the words of the Cumbrian people with the result
being, as she said “effortless and extremely evocative—curlews and
rainbows and the music of local voices—perfect for early on a Sunday
evening.” 56 Yet this was also a time of uncertainty for Derbyshire. The Li
Yuan-chia Archive at the John Rylands Library contains a book, gifted to
Derbyshire in December 1976 from Madelon Hooykaas, with Hooykaas
providing an inscription that is revealing of some of Derbyshire’s prevailing
concerns: “Freedom isn’t doing what you like, but liking what you do.” By
1978, Derbyshire had returned to London and, having met Clive Blackburn,
she would move to Northampton with him in 1980, leaving her cat,
“Horribles”, with Li Yuan-chia. Relocating to Northampton enabled her to be
close enough to meet with friends in London and also make visits to her
mother in Coventry. For Hodgson, Derbyshire’s relationship with Blackburn
meant that “probably for the first time, she found happiness and settled into
what, for her, was a normal existence.” 57
She continued to be interested in music and, contrary to the vast majority of
reports about her post-BBC creative activity, still took on the occasional
project. In the late 1970s, she collaborated with the Polish artist Elisabeth
Kozmian on her “experimental documentary” Two Houses (1980), having
been recommended and introduced to Kozmian by Madelon Hooykaas and
Elsa Stansfield at their docklands studio in London. Kozmian was fascinated
by Derbyshire: “a cheerful majestic figure”. 58 Following the creation of a trial
draft theme at a recording studio in London, Kozmian commissioned
Derbyshire. The result was a wholly original and lyrical score for piano. The
film was funded by the Arts Council and consists of a series of rephotographed colour slides, seen variously in negative and colour, and the
voice-overs of the owners of two houses in the process of renovating their
respective new homes in Kentish Town, North London. There is, for Kozmian,
an emphasis on decay and Jungian notions of the house as a symbol for the
Self, with the process of renovation likened to the process of working on and
renewing one’s own Self. 59 That sense of restoration from decay is conveyed
in the ascending flourishes of Derbyshire’s opening cue, a sense of
(re)awakening, furthered by the nature of the sound of the piano—this is not
a pristine sound but something old and neglected returning to life (Fig. 12).
[mul]

It is tempting to consider connections between the film’s subject matter,
thematic concerns, and Derbyshire’s own life at that time, having recently
returned to London from Cumbria. Certainly there is a feeling of new
beginnings in Derbyshire’s score. Kozmian was delighted with the music and
sense of “quiet continuous action” it gave to the film, although it is far from
ever present. 60 Two Houses was screened at the Institute of Contemporary
Art in London and at various other one-off events but Derbyshire’s
involvement was little known and unreported in accounts of her work until a
remastered edition of the film, facilitated by the author and Mark Ayres, was
screened at Manchester’s HOME in 2016 and BFI Southbank in 2017 as part
of events celebrating Derbyshire’s film collaborations with visual artists.
[mul]Two Houses finds Derbyshire active as a composer and collaborating on
a project over six years after her assumed withdrawal from creative activity.
In 1980, Kozmian discussed with Derbyshire a second film project, Clothes,
but this was never realised beyond a single 90-second demo cue. The two
met in a London recording studio, where Kozmian sang an old Polish folk
song that provided the inspiration for Derbyshire’s cue: a gentle synthesised
wordless lullaby with a sense of the sacred (not dissimilar to the tone of
much of Derbyshire’s score for Amor Dei). Kozmian recalled a man “recording
and playing with that singing electronically”, which suggests that Derbyshire
might have employed a vocoder to create the finished effect. 61 Whatever
the instrument, the cue provides a tantalising glimpse of what might have
been in the project with Derbyshire utilising a form of technology she had not
used before (Fig. 13).
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Derbyshire was approached to participate
in various projects with her usual response being to say “no I’m not working
anymore”—but there were exceptions. 62 Clive Blackburn recalls her working
at Adrian Wagner’s studio, which gave her access to equipment she needed,
where she created the title music for a factual programme about
Stonehenge. 63 Privately, she and Blackburn worked on and recorded some
songs for their own interest and pleasure but these were never released and
that is, perhaps, the way they should remain, which might frustrate the
completist impulse shared by many fans, collectors, and academics (this one
included!).
It is all too easy, as we have seen, to characterise this lengthy period of
Derbyshire’s life as one of failure and defeat, unfulfilled potential and
“hopeless” waste. To do so, however, is to deny Derbyshire any agency in
her decisions to not release private material, turn down requests to compose
or leave the BBC, and explore rewarding and meaningful alternatives in her
life that do not correspond with assumptions about what a successful artist
should be. None of this is to deny or diminish the difficulties that she faced at
this time, including her dependency on alcohol and turbulent marriage to

David Hunter. There is a danger, though, which Frances Morgan articulates,
in projecting, however well-intentioned, masculinist narratives onto
Derbyshire, in this case as “a vulnerable figure lost to history, not least in the
insistence that she has needed rescuing or rehabilitating from historical
neglect … and casts her as dependent on the heroic efforts of her rescuers.”
64

Derbyshire’s departure from the BBC was an act of self-preservation and
the years in Cumbria show her displaying her characteristic resourcefulness
rather than needing rescue. Far from undertaking “a series of unsuitable
jobs”, she was much admired among her colleagues for her work as a radio
operator and her role at the LYC Museum & Art Gallery built directly from her
love of and involvement with visual art, as well as her substantial experience
in event and studio management. Derbyshire was part of a network of
shared conversations and interests that ran through her activity as a BBC
employee and freelance practitioner in the 1960s and early 1970s, and
continued through her work with Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield, as
well as her time at the LYC. This way of thinking about Derbyshire
complicates the “heroic pioneer” and “exceptional lone female narrative”,
which has been critiqued by, among others, Tara Rodgers and Frances
Morgan for presenting women as isolated points and sidelining “other
networks, collaborations, grassroots feminist activities, and the presence of
lesser known figures”. 65 In Derbyshire’s case, it is a network that reaches
across different forms of practice with Derbyshire’s creativity manifesting in
unexpected ways.
Her life, career, output, and influence was complex and more diverse and
significant than we have assumed, taking in experiments in the audio-visual
relationship and ground-breaking figures in video art as well as her more
familiar achievements in electronic music. Delia Derbyshire continues to
surprise and confound easy categorisation but that is something to be
celebrated, however problematic it might be for neat overviews and
headlines about her body of work—her example is a reminder of the need for
more nuanced narratives that are equal to the collage of challenges, the
often sudden disruptions, delights, departures, and mysteries that form the
cut and spliced nature of our lives.
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Figure 1.
Delia Derbyshire: The Myths and the Legendary Tapes, Digital image courtesy
of Rook Films.

Interview
BAS: When did you first encounter Delia Derbyshire’s work?
Caroline: The first time I encountered Delia was as a child in the 1970s, being
terrified by her Doctor Who theme tune. I was always intrigued by the idea
that so many people shared a similar memory; how could we all have known
to take refuge behind the sofa after hearing the first few bars? Later on, as
an adult, I imagined—was there a hidden frequency, something that tuned us
into a very primal sound, terrifying perhaps, that Delia might have
experienced herself?

BAS: When did you start to be aware of Derbyshire herself, as a
composer and musician?
Caroline: The Dr Who soundtrack was credited to the Radiophonic Workshop,
and I didn’t know that Delia Derbyshire wrote the music until much later. It
wasn’t until the 1990s, when I heard another incredible composition by Delia
from 1968 called Blue Veils and Golden Sands, that I became fascinated by
her and wanted to discover more. Perhaps I heard it on somebody’s bootleg
tape or from a library record? It’s a haunting piece, beautiful and melodic—a
manifestation of something profound and unknowable. I was amazed when I
learned about Delia’s process, and that I was listening to a hand-crafted
piece, like a tapestry of sound, created note by note on magnetic tape, cut
and pasted together in segments. It seemed incredible that such a complex

and rich piece was made with the most basic technology. In that presynthesiser era, making electronic music was time-consuming and very
precise. That’s when I became a real fan of Delia’s work.

BAS: The sense of her technical mastery has an almost mythic
quality now, doesn’t it? There are photos and film clips from the
BBC’s archives of her demonstrating the Workshop’s intricate
recording equipment.
Caroline: Absolutely. I’m fascinated by the mythology surrounding Delia, and
there is something very romantic about those images. I have often wondered
why they are so powerful. It’s unusual to see photographs of women in that
era absorbed in their work. It’s also hard to describe without sounding
critical, which I’m not, but in the years directly after her death in 2001, it
seemed to me that the available information about Delia came
predominantly from a male perspective. Those photographs are both
wonderful images of a professional at work, and pictures of a glamorous
woman using technology. I would love to know what Delia thought about
them and who took the photographs.

BAS: Was an awareness of that gender disparity in perspectives on
Derbyshire why you wanted to make a film about her?
Caroline: It was, but I was fascinated by her anyway—by the fact that she
turned organic, everyday material into some of the earliest modern British
electronic compositions. Her work plays in a majority of homes, and yet
during her career she never became a household name. Around 2006,
several years after she had died, I had already made two films that were
music documentaries, and wanted to make something different, a
fictionalisation but not a straightforward biopic. I found that the Screen
Studies department at Manchester University had acquired Delia’s archive,
which had been given by Delia’s colleague and friend Mark Ayres. It was
really on visiting the archive that the idea for the film emerged.

BAS: What was your experience of doing research in the archive?
Caroline: I’d never been to an archive before. I’m not from an academic
background, so I had no idea what to expect. I imagined something that was
very formal, and was surprised when I was taken to a cupboard, inside of
which were boxes: cereal boxes, baked bean boxes, really old tatty boxes …
basically, the contents of her attic.
And of course, what’s inside are amazing amounts of personal effects and
ephemera, including masses of quarter-inch tape, which David Butler had
begun to digitise. There were make-up tapes for theme tunes and all her
compositions for the BBC, amongst others that were private; things that no

one would have heard. Some tapes are the beginnings of pieces of music,
and some are the elements. These tapestries of sound I mentioned were
made by recording a single note, and then that single note would have been
manipulated electronically using all kinds of mad, inventive techniques, wartime oscillators, and other improvised ways of twisting and forming new
sounds. The whole ethos at the Workshop, and for Delia especially, was that
they thought of a sound, and then found a way to make it.

BAS: A lot of this is recent enough history—were you able to
interview Derbyshire’s colleagues from the Workshop?
Caroline: Yes, after David Butler, who was looking after Delia’s archives, I
interviewed Mark Ayres, who was running the Workshop when it closed in the
1990s and had been a close friend of Delia’s. He had rescued and digitised
the Workshop archives, which have massive cultural importance; now they
are a part of the BBC archive, but initially they had decided to throw it all
away. He’s now custodian of Delia’s estate, and is incredibly knowledgeable
about her work. I also met Brian Hodgson, Delia’s close collaborator and
friend at the Workshop as well as on many freelance projects. They made an
avant-garde album in 1969 called An Electric Storm with David Vorhaus
(under the collective name of White Noise), and Brian’s perspective shined a
light on her many creative collaborations.

BAS: What sort of creative culture existed at the Workshop? Did
they each have quite unique practices, or were things done more as
a collective?
Caroline: They were basically staff at the BBC, on a payroll, and not credited
for their individual work until the late 1960s. At that time, all over Europe—in
Germany, France—there were state-funded places where people could
compose and experiment with electronic music. Yet the only place that
existed in Britain was the Radiophonic Workshop, which had been created
and set up by a woman, Daphne Oran, back in 1958. There had initially been
a great deal of resistance to her idea, and a sentiment that the BBC had
enough musicians already, but she fought hard and they agreed to found a
Workshop that would service drama, and experiment with providing
soundtracks and avant-garde sound beds, initially for radio, and then
television. But its employees were not allowed to refer to themselves as
musicians.
Within that context, I think each member of the Workshop was very unique,
and worked very individually. But Delia in particular, approached her work
from the position of creating electronic compositions. There were also plenty
of creative collaborations outside of their BBC work—Delia worked with other
musicians on albums, and with visual artists, for example, on an installation
at the first Brighton Festival in 1967 involving kinetic sculpture and light

shows. Delia, Brian Hodgson, and Peter Zinovieff had an electronic music
collective called Unit Delta Plus. So, together they explored work difficult to
do at the BBC.

BAS: Your film is closely focused on Derbyshire herself—she’s the
only character on screen, and it really privileges her own
perspective. How was her voice accessible to you, as the person
playing her?
Caroline: Back in 2007/2008, when I started thinking about this project, it
was difficult to find sound or video clips of Delia. Instead, I found her voice
both in her written notes and in tape recordings played to me by David
Butler at the archive. Delia’s notes about compositions are extensive, and
you can imagine her having ten pieces of paper on a desk, doing calculations
here, making notes there, using log books. You get a picture of each
composition being alive and the paperwork being one stage of transmitting
the sound out from her imagination.
David Butler very generously found me every bit of Delia’s voice that he
could unearth on the leader tape. She’s usually just saying “this is the
beginning of the tape, da da da da da” but now and again, she would say
something when a recording didn’t go well and laugh. It was so endearing,
and she felt present, as if she was in the room with me. I got to know her
initially that way.
And then I found an interview from Radio Scotland by a brilliant journalist
called John Cavanagh, done in 1997. It’s a very touching interview because
they have such a rapport—you feel that she was relaxed in his company
even though it was over the phone. Fragments of their interview are in the
film.

BAS: You mentioned earlier not wanting to make a straightforward
biopic, but there is still extensive research behind the film. Virginia
Woolf described biography as “the perpetual marriage of granite
and rainbow”—what relationship did you want to exist between your
portrayal of Derbyshire and those archival records of her words and
thoughts?
Caroline: Going through the archival material, I kept asking myself about the
ethics of telling somebody else’s life story. For one thing, looking through the
archive felt slightly like prying. Going through her notes, I still wonder “does
she mind? Is this alright? Did she want people to know these details?” But
Delia left behind so much sound—263 tapes for a start, with maybe over 200
compositions—many of which are unique, particular, beautiful pieces.

Hearing them, I realised that it was the music: that’s what Delia wants us to
know. That’s her legacy. That became the starting point for me to approach
her story in my own subjective way.

BAS: How does that subjectivity come through in the form of your
film?
Caroline: The film is a hybrid, a portrait of Delia made through a mix of
observation and imagination. It explores the idea that no single perspective
would be sufficient to gain a true understanding of her. I like the idea of the
film being a myth, adding to the myths already out there, and reflecting on
who designs the myths and how much control you have once you’re dead
over how people interpret your artefacts and fragments. So, some of the
dialogue in the film is taken from interviews with Delia, who had a very
unique way of phrasing things, and some of it isn’t.
And to be clear, when speaking about the research aspect of this project: it
really wasn’t supposed to be anything other than an experiment to see if a
long-form film would work. Because I kept saying, I don’t want it to be a
docu-drama, or a biopic, but instead to bring together a vast array of
resonant fragments and my feeling about the spaces between. The aim of
this short was to begin a conversation with Delia, which is ongoing and I
suspect will continue until we finish the long-form film! That’s where it
started to emerge—a fantasy of me meeting Delia somewhere between eras
in an abandoned space. But we needed the short film as an experiment to
see, would the imagery work? Will it sustain? For how long? Does it work in
one space?

BAS: When you describe the film that way, I envision almost an
architect’s model. Something in smaller scale that articulates the
form you imagine, partly to work through it and partly to bring
other people on board and help them understand what it is you’re
trying to talk about concretely.
Caroline: Exactly, or a sketch book.

BAS: But I also love that the germ of the film was an imagined
conversation between you and Derbyshire. The feeling I had
overwhelmingly—watching as the film plays out within this single
and relatively bare space—was that the set is a space of the mind.
It’s fascinating to think of that being the embodied space of your
mind, and the space of hers too, within a subjective realm where
her music and your film meet.

Caroline: Yes, exactly. I was trying to replace that solidity of biography with
something that is perhaps a bit more lyrical. I also wanted to question how
experience lives in the body, and how that experience impels a person to
generate art or music which then offers that experience to the collective.
There is something deep and primal about her sound, alongside its
compositional complexity, and I wanted to bring a sense of that literal and
figurative space where ideas play and emerge. Her own interest in
psychoacoustics also pushed my thinking in this direction, towards a mental
and physical space of creativity.

BAS: You’ve scored the film with Derbyshire’s song Great Zoos of
the World. Why that one?
Caroline: It connects to the film’s mythic or legendary elements. The animal
sounds in the piece are so authentic, and I read somewhere that Delia had
brought real animals into the studio to record them. I can’t imagine that she
did; she definitely didn’t, and I suppose she might have gone to a zoo and
recorded something, but I loved the notion that people actually believed she
got elephants and giraffes and exotic birds into the studio, because it
certainly sounds like that’s what happened, as if she were surrounded by
them. It was that idea that I wanted to build into the film, because on some
level they would have existed in the studio with her. I imagine they would
have been in her mind all the time; she may have been analysing those
sounds and finding ways to either record them live or to create them herself.

BAS: The narrative of the film follows Derbyshire as she joins the
Workshop, and then leaves in 1973 to live and work at the LYC
Museum in Cumbria. The shots of the open countryside, and its
birdsong, are such a contrast to the closed interior sets used
before. Why did you choose that particular narrative arc?
Caroline: I was fascinated by the mystery of why Delia left the Workshop.
Partly, it connects to the history of electronic music—there was an
uncomfortable but interesting two-year period when tape and synthesisers
crossed over, and I think that is where difficulties arose for Delia. One of the
reasons she had joined the workshop in 1962 was to experiment with tape
and its manipulation, which was relatively new then. But soon after,
sequencers and early synthesisers came along. Actually, it was her
collaborator Peter Zinovieff, who had also been part of the Unit Delta Plus
project, who created the first British synthesiser called the VCS3, which
produced a lot of the otherworldly sounds used by Hawkwind, Pink Floyd, and
Roxy Music. Delia loved those sounds, but would only use the VCS3 as a tool.
She would generate a sound on it and record that onto magnetic tape. When
those technologies progressed, synthesisers—some with keyboards attached
and preset ranges of sounds—were brought into the Workshop to speed up
the composing and recording process. As the laboratory environment of the

workshop gave way to becoming a service provider, Delia made a decision to
eventually leave the BBC, a move which she described later in the 1990s as
“self preservation”. To my mind, her time at the LYC was about seeking a
sense of freedom and not wanting to sacrifice her process.

BAS: What do you think were some of the affinities
between Derbyshire and Li Yuan-chia?
Caroline: Well, her work at his museum was as a kind of gallery assistant,
helping when children came to visit and working the printing press that
produced Li’s exhibition catalogues. But I think the spirit of the place was
essential—it was exhibiting internationally renowned artists, whilst providing
a community art space. It was a unique place opened up by this incredibly
open-minded and brave, intrepid travelling artist who had come all the way
from Taiwan. You sense the spirit of people wanting to create something, and
then doing it because that’s what they needed to do—whether or not there’s
a precedent for it. And that’s apparent in Delia’s work as well: there’s
perhaps no precedent for it, but it was what she needed to do. Their projects
make you look at the climate for creativity now, and wonder if it’s still
possible to make something just for the sake of wanting it to happen, and
experiment? I worry about that a lot.
Li was fascinated by the idea of exploring the beginning of all things and
what he termed “the cosmic point”, which was expressed visually through
symbolic images of the universe in his work. So, I ended the short film
wondering if Delia left London in pursuit of her own particular version of the
cosmic point.

BAS: There’s a strong sense of the mystical and philosophical
around the LYC, through Li’s own use of that language and his
interest in Zen Buddhism.
Caroline: Yes, and the longer film that I am making now about Delia, also
with Rook Films, touches more on this aspect of her own practice. At the core
of Delia’s creativity, I believe, was the idea of her sounds being the
manifestation of invisible and unknowable things.

BAS: What else will the longer version include?
Caroline: It will start with events earlier in her life, then the Workshop, the
LYC, and events that happened in the future. I also want to give more
attention to her legacy. It will have more characters, the important people in
Delia’s life, but aesthetically it will very much have the feel of the short.

BAS: In both films, it feels significant to frame her time at the LYC as
a beginning of sorts, rather than an end, and to extend the
narrative of her life’s work into her legacy and longer influence.
David Butler’s essay in this issue challenges that prevailing myth,
that Derbyshire’s creative life stopped after she left the Workshop.
Caroline: Yes, that myth is a familiar story—that Delia fell into depression,
she suffered with addictions and alcohol and created nothing, and was this
tragic figure. It is far from the truth, and there is much more to Delia’s time
at the LYC and beyond, but with woman artists, those elements of personal
difficulty are most often the headline, rather than their work. Whether or not
her friendship/relationship with Li was successful—nobody really knows the
extent of what it was, and it wasn’t long lasting—I would argue that their
creative affinities were in the same world, in the same place; both very
rooted in the importance of freedom and potential, and perhaps both slightly
out of time.
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