
ABSTRACTS: 

 

Natasha Degen (Cambridge): 'Historicising the Contemporary: Bryan Robertson and the Whitechapel Art 
Gallery': 

When Bryan Robertson assumed the directorship of the Whitechapel Art Gallery in 1952, the space 
served primarily as a local philanthropic and educational resource, appearing, Robertson later recalled, like the 
interior of 'a grim, scruffy East End mission hall.'

1
 Within five years Robertson transformed the Whitechapel 

into a sleek White Cube with an international profile, 'a place frequented by connoisseurs from all over London 
and, indeed, the Continent and America.'

2
 In order to promote 'advanced' British art to a sceptical public, 

Robertson emphasised the historical precedents and indigenous qualities of contemporary art; his catalogues 
invoked the authority of academics and provided extensive documentation to validate young artists; his 
precise installations gave a professional veneer to avant-garde practise. This paper will focus specifically on 
three exhibitions — Barbara Hepworth (1954), Jackson Pollock (1958) and The New Generation (1964) — to 
suggest the full range of Robertson's programme (a deliberate progression from established figures to 
international stars to up-and-coming British artists). It will examine the way in which Robertson historicised 
new art, drawing heavily on material from the recently reopened Whitechapel Art Gallery Archive (including 
installation photographs, Trustees' minutes, catalogues and Robertson's correspondence). Press clippings 
(from the art press, major national newspapers, local papers and tabloids) and attendance figures will be used 
to gauge public reception and changing attitudes towards contemporary practise. 
1 Bryan Robertson: '45-99: A Personal View of British Painting and Sculpture. Cambridge: Kettle's Yard, 2000, p. 
8.  2 'An East End Gallery with a European Reputation,' The Times, 24 August 1957. 
 

Joanne Gooding (Northumbria): 'The formation of Design History as a Discipline in the 1970s: Why did Design 

Historians feel the need to separate from 'new Art History'?': 

I propose a paper to discuss the emergence and consolidation of the separate discipline of Design 

History in the 1970s.  In the early years of the AAH a group of art historians formed the Design History 

Research Group and later separated to form the Design History Society.  This was an important period in art 

history historiography that saw new methodologies for Art History, evolving into the ‘new art history,’ so why 

was there a need for this group to make themselves distinct from art history? 

 

Andrew Hopkins (Aquila): 'Written and researched in England at the Warburg, bringing fame in America at 

Columbia: Rudolf Wittkower's Art and Architecture in Italy 1600-1750, Harmondsworth 1958'  

Although Wittkower’s bible of the Baroque was published in 1958, two years after his move from the 

University of London to Columbia University, it was researched and written over a ten year period from 1946 

to 1956 when he was resident in London and active at the Warburg. This was the period of collaboration with 

Anthony Blunt and the founding of the Zwemmer series of Studies in Architecture (about twenty volumes, 

mainly from 1958 to 1978) which began with Blunt’s Philibert de l’Orme and was later followed by his other 

contribution on Neapolitan Baroque in 1975. Wittkower’s colleague in New York, Howard Hibbard, contributed 

Carlo Maderno in 1971, but Wittkower himself never authored any volume in this series. Had he remained in 

Britain, probably this series would have had dozens more contributions. Instead, the plethora of doctoral 

students who wrote theses under Wittkower at Columbia mainly published in the US and Baroque 

Architectural studies flourished there rather than in the UK and while at Columbia the torch was carried for 

many years by Joseph Connors, in Britain no equivalent figure was to be found at the Courtauld or elsewhere 

from the time Blunt left the Courtauld until today. 

 

Hilary Macartney (Glasgow): 'Experiments in Photography as the Tool of Art History, no. 1: William Stirling’s 

Annals of the Artists of Spain (1848)': 

William Stirling (Sir William Stirling Maxwell) published his Annals of the Artists of Spain in 1848, at a 

key moment in the emergence of art history as an academic discipline. It was the first attempt at a scholarly 

history of Spanish art in English, and its three main volumes were, for the time, well illustrated with engravings 

on wood and steel. But there was also a fourth volume of photographic illustrations. Photography, like art 

history, was still in its infancy, and William Henry Fox Talbot had only recently invented the negative-positive 



process which allowed multiple photographic images to be produced. The use of the Talbotype (or Calotype) 

process in the supplementary volume meant that the Annals of the Artists of Spain became the first 

photographically illustrated book on art. Only 50 copies of this experimental volume were printed. They 

contained the first photographic illustrations of Spanish paintings, prints and sculpture, by artists including El 

Greco, Velázquez, Murillo, Zurbarán, Ribera and Goya, as well as examples of architectural design and book 

illustration. There were many limitations to the new process, not least the fact that only small-scale works 

could be photographed in natural daylight. Chemically too, the Talbotypes were unstable, and extremely 

sensitive to light. Their deterioration began immediately, and Stirling himself regarded the volume as a failed 

experiment. Today, most of the images in surviving volumes are much faded and damaged. Nevertheless, the 

significance of the Annals Talbotypes volume as the first experiment in the use of photography, and 

photographically illustrated books, as essential tools of art history should not be underestimated.    

 

Katia Mazzucco (Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz): '1941: English Art and the Mediterranean. An Exhibition 

by the Warburg Institute in London': 

Between 1939 and 1948 the Warburg Library, moved from Hamburg to London in 1933, organized a 

series of photographic exhibitions. In 1941 was held the most important and most successful of them: English 

Art and the Mediterranean. Designed as an “exportable” event, it was housed between 1942 and 1944 in 

universities and cultural institutions throughout Great Britain, and accompanied by conferences and seminars. 

The main thread of the different exhibitions was the presentation of the research themes promoted 

by the Warburg Library. They were connected both by technical aspects and by methodological perspective: 

no exhibition displayed ‘original’ works, but photographic reproductions; the exhibitions concepts were 

intended to provide a comparative and multidisciplinary outlook of issues already discussed in the field of art 

history. 

These events represented a concrete encounter between a German late nineteenth century school of 

art history and aesthetics – the so-called ‘Warburg-Kreis’ – and the British cultural and academic context. The 

English Art and the Mediterranean exhibition offered a wide overview on the relationship between British 

artistic expression and the Mediterranean tradition, from prehistory to the end of the nineteenth century. The 

first section, from prehistory to the XVI century, was curated by Fritz Saxl, the second one, from Cinquecento 

to XIX century, by Rudolf Wittkower. With a sort of ‘temporal deception’: in the first case, a slow process, as 

the “disclosure of a flower” – wrote Wittkower in the preface of the exhibition catalogue (London 1948, New 

York 1969) – was shown through a rapid, “cinematographic” assembly of images. In the second one, a 

sequence regarding a relatively short time, the historical framework of three centuries, was decomposed in a 

series of snapshots, that we might define as a crono-photographic sequence. 

The event aimed to assemble – in a historical-cultural perspective – the fracture that divided the war 

fronts in the second world war. The exhibition represented also the example of an innovative approach to 

British Art (in relation to the Mediterranean), revealed by an original exhibition concept (the exclusive use of 

reproductions; the panels with assemblages of photos), and the example of a particular sensitivity to visual 

culture, in terms of a broader understanding of the role of image. 

  

Betsy McCormick (York): 'Romilly Allen, The Early Christian Monuments of Scotland and his call for a Museum 

of Christian Art' 

John Romilly Allen (1847 -1907) was an engineer and worked as a supervisor on first the Persian 

railways and later, the docks at Leith.  It was during his career as an engineer that he made contacts with 

officers of the Corps of Royal Engineers, who would aid him in his scholarship and museum involvement later 

in life.   

 Allen was a contributor, then committee member and finally editor of the journal Archaeologia 

Cambrensis.  He was elected a fellow of the Society of Antiquaries as well as the Society of Antiquaries of 

Scotland and the latter aided him in publishing his best known work, The Early Christian Monuments of 



Scotland in 1903.  He became a champion of the early medieval sculpture of England, Ireland, Scotland and 

Wales and campaigned for its conservation.   

 What is less well known about Allen, and indeed just as important in terms of his legacy for collections 

of medieval art and archaeology, is his involvement with the Museum of Science and Art, Edinburgh (later the 

Royal Scottish Museum) and the Cardiff Free Library and Art Gallery (which became the National Museum of 

Wales).  Allen arranged for plaster casts to be made of the most important examples of early medieval 

sculpture for the museums in Edinburgh and Cardiff.   

 He became a staunch critic of the British Museum, a national institution which in his eyes neglected 

the national art and archaeology of the British Isles.  Allen proposed a Museum 'devoted exclusively to the 

Christian Archaeology of this country' in a series of articles published in The Times in 1888.  He built on these 

newspaper articles with a lengthy and detailed article in the Archaeological Review entitled 'A Museum of 

Christian Archaeology For Great Britain'. 

 

Marie McLoughlin (Brighton): 'The other Coldstream Report (1970)': 

I should like to talk about 'The other Coldstream Report', the one presented in 1970 (the fourth 

produced by NACAE, the National Advisory Council on Art Education, Chaired by Coldstream). It was a Joint 

Report with the Summerson Council (NCDAD, the National Council for Diplomas in Art and Design) on the 

Structure of Art Education and followed a wide, two year long, consultation on art education, prompted by the 

student unrest of 1968. Almost 150 separate pieces of evidence are lodged at the National Archive. Pevsner 

concluded 'the textile student needs no Giotto, or a little will go a long way' but held firm to the principle of an 

academic, written element to art education as did Coldstream. The report, which brought to the surface many 

feuds and grievances, was a remarkable piece of work. It was presented to the Minister in June 1970, just days 

after the government changed from Labour to Conservative and Coldstream's friend, Jenny Lee, was 

succeeded by Margaret Thatcher, as Minister of Education. The report was effectively buried. 

 

Branko Mitrovic (Auckland): 'Ernst Gombrich and the innocence of the eye' : 

The thesis that there is no innocent eye is the central proposition of Gombrich’s book Art and Illusion. 

This view was widespread in German speaking scholarship before Gombrich adopted it—it appears in the 

writings of Erich Rothacker and Dagobert Frey, while early in the twentieth century Husserl wrote against this 

view. It was however the influence of Karl Popper and the 1950s works of psychologists such as Jerome Bruner 

and Cecil Goodman, highly influential at the time, that were decisive for Gombrich’s articulation of his position 

in Art and Illusion.  

In my paper I follow and analyse the way Gombrich adapted the view that there is no innocent eye 

and the implications of this view for his other theoretical positions. How did this view, for instance, relate to 

his views on the individualism-collectivism debate, perspective, his wider views on aesthetics and the 

constitution of art history as a discipline. My thesis is that in the period between 1960 and 1980, Gombrich 

was gradually becoming aware that the position is not compatible with his other views, while, at the same 

time, Art and Illusion was increasingly attracting positive attention of the authors whose work contradicted 

some other positions very important for Gombrich. The paper is thus intended to follow the strategies 

Gombrich adopted in order to cope with the implications of the thesis that there is no innocent eye, after its 

strong formulation in Art and Illusion.   

 

Catherine Roach (Cornell): 'Monomania: Sir Joshua Reynolds and the Monographic Exhibition, 1813/2005': 

  The United Kingdom was the site of the first one-artist retrospective exhibition: in 1813, a collector-

run arts society, the British Institution, held a show in London honoring Sir Joshua Reynolds, the first President 

of the Royal Academy.  This paper will examine the institutional and cultural circumstances that led to this 

exhibition, including the British Institution’s attempts to foster and direct the creation of a national school of 

art, as well as the proliferation of artist’s independent exhibitions (a factor often obscured by scholarly focus 

on the Royal Academy’s contemporary art displays).  The monographic exhibition has proved extremely 



durable; to this day, it remains a key element of museum programming, and hence the public’s consumption 

of art.  The paper will conclude by considering an exhibition that took place some two centuries after the 1813 

event: “Joshua Reynolds: The Creation of Celebrity,” held at Tate Britain in 2005, which sought to both employ 

and alter the monographic format. 

 

Beth Williamson (Tate, London): 'Art History in the Art School: The Critical Historians of Camberwell': 

This paper takes as its starting point the introduction of the Diploma in Art and Design or Dip.AD in art 

schools with its attendant requirements for art historical instruction and ‘intellectual enrichment’. Beginning 

with a survey of the Coldstream and Summerson developments in the 1960s, and with specific reference to 

the teaching of art history, it will consider Camberwell School of Arts as a particular case study. The Art History 

Department at Camberwell was established in 1961 by Michael Podro, himself an important figure for 

developments within the discipline of art history. Referencing Podro’s own thinking on art, this study asks how 

that might relate to the curriculum he introduced at Camberwell. Further, drawing on interviews with those 

who taught there subsequently, such as Alex Potts, it will also examine how the presence of such individuals 

might have affected how the curriculum developed over the years that followed.  

 

 


