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Foreword

This exhibition has been arranged for the 1962 Auckland Festival of Arts.
We are particularly grateful to all the owners of pictures who have been

so generous with their loans. P. A. TOMORY Director



[ ntroductrion

This exhibition sets out to indicate the general taste of the nineteenth century in
Britain. As only New Zealand collections have been used there are certain inevitable
gaps, but the main aim, to choose paintings which would reflect both the public and
private patronage of the time, has been reasonably accomplished.

The period covered is from 1820 to 1880 and although each decade may not be
represented it is possible to recognise the effect on the one hand of increasing middle
class patronage and on the other the various attempts like the Pre-Raphaelite move-
ment to halt the decline to sentimental triviality.

The period is virtually a history of the Roval Academy, which until 1824, when
the National Gallery was Gpened provided one of the few public exhibitions of
paintings. Its influence, therefore, even late in the century, on the public taste was
considerable, and artistic success could only be assured by the Academy.

It was, however, the rise of the middle class which dictated, more and more as the
century progressed, the type of art produced by the artists. Middle class connoisseur-
ship was directed almost entirely towards contemporary painting from which it de-
manded no more than anecdote, moral, sentimental or humorous, and landscapes or
seascapes which proclaimed *forever England.’

Ruskin, somewhat apologetically (On the Present State of Modern Art 1867),
detected two major characteristics — Compassionateness — which he observed had the
tendency of . . . Turning the nurse of painting into a sister of charity’—and
Domesticity — whereas ‘Old art waited reverently in the Forum. Ours plays happily
in the Nursery; we may call it briefly — conclusively — “Art of the Nest”." Ruskin
detected the shallowness, but excused it by suggesting that ‘ To be quite comfortable
in your nest, you must not care too much about what is going on outside.” This led
him to describe the Royal Academy exhibition as ‘ nothing more than a large coloured
Ilustrated Times folded in saloons.’

His answer to this was his championship of the Pre-Raphaelites, and to some extent,
this group, which showed their first paintings in 1848, corrected some of the errors.
Particularly their attention to social realism or the serious observation of contemporary
life, but in other ways their paintings did little more than perpetuate the same

‘ Domesticity " as their predecesqor‘; except that they used a higher colour key. Meier
Graefe (i\fodern Art Vol 11 1908) stated that * l:ngllsh Pre- Raphaehmm posturing
before the Italian painters was a wild aberration,” which if one considers their efforts
at recreating fifteenth century Florentine painting in mid-nineteenth century England
is not wholly an unjust criticism.

The literary basis of a great deal of English painting can be blamed for this
“aberration.” For the popular novels of Scott, and Dickens disseminated by serial or
the expanding circulating libraries stimulated the desire for illustratory painting, the



romantic escapism into antiquity and the superhcial sentimentalism extended to the
underprivileged. On the Credlt side was the interest i travel, history and architecture,
and a number of works are included here — Lear’s watercolours of Egvpt, The Holy
Land and India — the architectural subjects of Ince, Prout, Callow, and Joseph T Nash.

Perhaps the most objective social realism was exercised in Punch by artists like
Tenniel, Keene and later by du Maurier — some of whose drawings are included here
to represent that magazine's extensive influence during the last half of the century.

Perhaps the most distressing evidence which this exhibition provides is the failure
in powers of the artist. To mention only cmc—[.elghtnn—lo compare his early
Teresina (No. 39) with the later Melittion (No. 40) is to rcmgmqe that the con-
tinuous onslaught of ‘Compassionateness” and ‘ Domesticity” on the artist, infected
him with dclusmm of grandeur and warped his integrity. The last twenty vears of
the century saw only ahodd\’ craftsmanship and the loss of artistic hon(qt\’ By that
time, however, the influence of the Royal Academy had ceased to matter.

The nineteenth century saw the creation of a new class, based on a material
economy, which deserved the art it demanded. One must respect, however, those
artists and there are several in this exhibition, who in this collision of mass opinion
and artistic m(lnpendcnu‘ preserved their freedom of expression and the art of
painting.

P. A. TOMORY






