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Preface to the 2014 Edition





This book is about the persistence of an idea – though that is not how I thought about it thirty years ago when I began my research. In 1980 I was fascinated by the fact that one hundred years earlier fine art was believed to have the power to refine and elevate the poorest, least advantaged, least civilised members of society. Believed so strongly, in fact, that an East End churchman, the Rev. Samuel Barnett, was able to talk his powerful and cultured West End friends into lending him their paintings so that he could exhibit them for three weeks in the church school rooms in Whitechapel.


I think that when I began I was rather amused by what I saw as Barnett’s naivety. But as I researched, I realised that the laugh was on me – because his idea refused to die. Inspired by his efforts, the authorities slowly realised that it was their responsibility to put Barnett’s mission to spread appreciation of the arts from the haves to the have-nots into official or semi-official initiatives. Barnett’s success in getting teachers to bring their students to his exhibitions was a factor in encouraging the legislation of 1895 that allowed outings to art galleries to qualify as time spent in school. And when the Whitechapel Art Gallery opened in 1901, its mission was to bring great art to the East End community in which it was situated. In the 1930s Barnett’s idea was resurrected as ‘Pictures for the People’, a project dedicated to exhibiting art in towns that had no galleries. This twentieth-century reincarnation of ‘Pictures for the Poor’ was so successful that CEMA, the Committee for Encouragement of Music and Arts, took on responsibility for it in 1939. When CEMA was in turn subsumed by the brand-new Arts Council in 1946, the duty to show art to all went along with the transfer. With the Labour Party’s commitment to assuring ‘to our people full access to the great heritage of culture in this nation’, the notion of philanthropy died – killed by the conviction that piecemeal do-gooding and good intentions were no substitute for legislation. Prime Minister Clement Attlee saw government’s role as giving an equal chance to all, helping those unable to help themselves and exposing everyone to the culture of the educated. So, Barnett’s idea had survived – although it was no longer the poor who were the target, but people in general; and no longer the responsibility of the private benefactor to offer art to all, but that of the government.


And now as I write in 2014, how is Barnett’s idea faring? Everywhere you look there is exciting arts activity, not just in London but outside the capital as well. Over the last two decades galleries have popped up all over the country like mushrooms in damp autumns, a result of the decision in 1993 to divert National Lottery income to the arts. Queues for popular exhibitions are daunting, and require sandwiches and even shooting sticks: visitors to the Banksy exhibition in the Bristol Museum and Art Gallery in 2009 waited four long hours to gain entry. Theatres book up months in advance. Prizes such as the arty Turner and the literary Man Booker are televised, and if anything scandalous marks a production of an opera or offends the visitors to a gallery then it makes headlines in the media. Elsewhere you cannot go into a major church without bumping into a modern piece of sculpture, its meaning spiritual rather than overtly religious so that no faith group need be offended.


As far as our daily culture is concerned, we are another country from that foggy, hopeful, worthy post-war Britain: somewhere with continental overtones. Tables sprout on pavements the minute the sun comes out, ice rinks appear outside prestigious buildings as soon as the weather turns cold, and public excitements enliven the piazza where the generous pay for the performance and the mean slink off before the hat is passed around. Even restaurants are child-friendly these days and manage a kind of sophistication-lite, aware that parents need a different kind of food from that offered on the half-price children’s menu.


Children are taken seriously as an audience. Museums and galleries offer free quizzes and art materials to young visitors. School holidays offer a range of wonderful shows for children. Orchestras offer targeted children’s programmes that allow for wriggling and shouting as well as listening. Opera companies and orchestras work with schools in a variety of imaginative ways. It is all impressive. We are far from the days when actors explained their keenness to give their best in Christmas pantomimes as their one important chance to excite children about the theatre.


It truly seems like art for all, including the youngest members of society. Barnett would be thrilled. Or would he? These days the gap is widening between those with a choice as to how to spend their income and those who need every penny for the basics of existence. This tapestry of arty offerings comes at a price – literally. While some events are free and others charge as little as they can, many charge the market rate. Those child-friendly shows cost parents dear, if they don’t want to put their little darlings off theatre for life with seats so far back that all they see are the heads between them and the stage. And while gallery directors fight to keep free entry, it is at the cost of special exhibitions where entrance charges have risen like rockets.


The official face of the arts world, the Arts Council, still sticks to its hope of bringing art to all, but the share of money it gets from the government to encourage the production and appreciation of the arts has shrunk in recent years. It continues to dole out funds to the serious and the avant-garde, but over the decades the innocent ideal of everybody’s right to culture has been forced to face reality. By the time Civilising Caliban was published in 1987 the belief in government-sponsored art for all had been elbowed off the pavement by the confident rulers of Thatcher’s Britain, a country where creating income was the measure of success.


Behind this lay a change in political philosophy, from an unquestioned acceptance that government should support the arts – even those that are not widely popular, such as opera and contemporary music – to a belief that the arts should learn to support themselves. The post-war conviction that subsidy was necessary for the arts gave way to the belief that money should be used to create more money – ‘seed funding’, we would call it now. Government concentrated on rewarding entrepreneurial effort and the arts were expected to prove they could ‘grow’ (to use the terminology of the time) the investment in them. Typical of this sort of thinking was the diversion of half the National Lottery income to the arts, culture and ‘heritage’ with the establishment in 1993 of the Heritage Lottery Fund: a windfall directed toward the creation of new cultural projects, galleries and museums as a way to bring work and excitement to dying communities. This exciting development changed the landscape of the arts, although the lack of a follow-up revenue strategy meant, sadly, that some of the new museums shrivelled up and died, unable to turn their operations into the profitable businesses their government paymasters so admired.


Away from the glamour of these capital projects, the Arts Council struggled to stretch its budget to support and expand the arts. No one would argue its commitment to the cause, but these days its public face is all about money – costs, expenditure, worries about not having enough. The ‘price for everything’ political philosophy, which found its voice when Margaret Thatcher became prime minister in 1979, displays its legacy today in the Arts Council website’s home page, which offers information on how far our 14p per person goes: how much the government gives, the financial returns it gets from the grants it makes, etc. It is a long way from the first short report of 1946 with its mission statement, account of its activities, and a breakdown of expenditure – but no attempt to link them all. I think it would be fair to say that nowadays, in the eyes of the public at least, the Arts Council’s grant-awarding aspect has overwhelmed its mission.


It is all too simple for one of my generation to look with distaste at the kind of valuation of the arts that began in the seventies, but the truth is that this development, unwelcome though it was, released some intriguing new kinds of creative thinking. As soon as the art world realised that it had to prove the value – the financial value, that is – of its work, it began to fight for respect for its contribution to society, using the business language of the day. Gone were high-minded concepts of culture, beauty and broadening the mind: in came the projection of the arts as an industry – not a traditional industry of labourers and factory hands but an industry of creative people who brought financial as well as cultural wealth to the nation’s table. The arts, this new lobby argued, was as big a tourist draw as the royals.


Two Arts Council chairmen, ten years apart, illustrate the old and new attitudes. In the 1978–9 report Sir Roy Shaw said that the Council’s duty was to spread accessibility and worried that an ‘Arts Council funded from general taxation cannot afford to be complacent (as a private sponsor can) about the fact that access to excellence is achieved by only a minority of the population’. In 1988–9 Lord Peter Palumbo stated hopefully ‘that people who have made new fortunes have inherited the mantle of the great patrons of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’. In its 1987–8 report, the Arts Council for the first time addressed key business people by discussing the importance of the arts in economic terms. It referred to conferences on the arts as potential engines for inner-city regeneration and called on politicians, planners and developers to remember the importance of the arts when drawing up redevelopment plans.


It would be dishonest to argue that the strategy of looking to business for funds has not been successful. For a certain kind of company, having your name in the opera programme or exhibition catalogue creates a more subtle kind of goodwill than that achieved by advertising. Business donations have helped draw in new theatre audiences whose hair is not yet grey, by underwriting low-priced ticket seasons and contributing to the costs of mounting the scholarly retrospective exhibitions which are a feature of our age.


In the 1980s the belief that private benefactors should come to the aid of the arts found followers in the government. America was the goal, the exemplar, nirvana. In New York in the 1970s I had been taken aback by the phenomenon of cultural institutions that carried people’s names. (Though had I remembered all those English libraries with ‘Passmore Edwards’ on their frontage then perhaps my superiority would have dropped down a notch or two. Or maybe not. Libraries have a tinge of worthiness which, from my romantic point of view, galleries and orchestra halls ought, in their grandeur, to rise above.) Inevitably, this transparency about who paid for what made a successful Atlantic crossing; no one remarks on the Sackler Wing at the Royal Academy or the name of Jacob Rothschild on the National Gallery’s refurbished central hall, perhaps because its grand gilt lettering above the door looks generically ‘old’ and therefore acceptable. This support from businesses and private benefactors has helped support the astonishing variety of cultural activities surrounding us today, a variety undreamed of in the immediate post-war years, and the wonder and envy of foreign visitors.


It can seem at times as if we have come full circle and landed back in the late-Victorian age, with the wealthy enabling the rest of us to benefit from art. However, it is not quite the same. The open acceptance of the relationship of money to art would shock the Victorian cultural philanthropists such as Barnett. When Barnett dreamt up ‘Pictures for the Poor’ in 1881, he did so in the hope that looking at art would awaken the dormant spiritual side of the poverty-stricken residents of Whitechapel. Money was a bar to finer feelings – so believed this man who had married an heiress in 1879, and who put an end to voting for one’s favourite picture on discovering the voters believed they were entering a lottery to win a valuable work of art. Cultural philanthropy aimed to uplift the poor by showing them art instead of making them dependants of the wealthy through the gift of money.


The attempt to open up the idea of fine art in the 1970s to include the popular arts and art made by the untrained would have made no sense to Barnett. Marxist-influenced art theories and criticism had a lot of intellectual credibility in this decade. Left-wing artists and critics allied themselves with the workers, seeking a link to the wage slaves who produced the goods and services on which the wealth of the country rested. Critics ‘produced’ theory, artists ‘produced’ art, and all shared the dream of making ‘interventions’ (to use the language of the time) in order to change the values of the society which surrounded them. An attack on the high arts and the cultural heritage as bourgeois and meaningful only to that group came from the community artists, many of them funded by the Arts Council. Barnett would have been horrified: while a bit of practical making was a positive use for hands that might otherwise be holding pints of beer, it bore no relationship to the educational and spiritualising possibilities of absorbing the messages of great works of art.


A third difference – our lack of confidence, or perhaps lack of confidence in saying aloud, that the arts are ‘good’ for us, would be utterly alien to the Victorian cultural philanthropists. Since the community arts movement of the 1970s we are hesitant to lavish unreserved praise on the fine arts, aware now of the argument – whether we accept it or not – that these arts, as a product of the upper and educated classes, are irrelevant to those outside this category. A man such as Barnett saw paintings as religious parables in a painted form; artists as special beings with an understanding of the great truths that lay behind reality; and the poor as a congregation open to enlightenment. These days, words like ‘refine’, ‘elevate’ and ‘civilise’ in the context of art are seen as patronising examples of the powerful telling the ordinary what to think.


All the same, I am not convinced that the idea of the arts as good for all has disappeared. It is just that nowadays the idea is expressed in tones of diffidence and hedged around with ‘if’s, ‘but’s and ‘maybe’s – and always, always, allied to a concrete social situation. In his annual report for 1990–1 Lord Palumbo described the arts as a precious national asset; as the means by which we are perceived as a nation in the eyes of the rest of the world; as a means of transforming inner-city blight and reviving the economic fortunes of towns and cities throughout the country which had lost their traditional industries; as an earner of hard and soft currency; and ‘as a civilising influence that enhances the quality of life’. Barnett would have agreed with Palumbo’s attribution of the highest powers to art in the following year: ‘Awesome complexities of global warming, world poverty and increasing political diversity prompt the search for a spiritual purpose and a sense of underlying order. The arts are central to that search. At their best, they exemplify the highest achievement of which the human spirit is capable.’ That last sentence is a classic Victorian sentiment.


Although few of us today with a claim to sophistication would put their name to the refining power of art, the modern version of this belief – that it is a good thing for art to be accessible to all – survives. We may no longer prescribe culture as spiritual medicine but we can’t seem to lose the feeling that it does some good. I even detect a yearning in some quarters for the early days of the welfare state. At a concert for children at the Royal Festival Hall in autumn 2013 we were told that the music would be from the post-war period when composers believed that music, as well as all the other arts, should be available to everybody, including children. A post-war child myself, I benefited from this conviction. At my state primary school we piped our way through recorder concerts and sang traditional songs such as ‘The Ash Grove’ and, at Christmas, the carols. Even at seven years old I found the setting of ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ to be the most beautiful melody I had ever heard. In the current educational climate of reverence for results, the arts are the first to exit the curriculum. There are plenty of exciting initiatives that bring the arts to the young but they are localised, an artistic equivalent to the health service’s postal lottery, and often dependent on the whims of the funders. Philanthropy does not run deep in British veins and there is no guarantee that the cash will keep on coming. Many children never get the chance to discover if the arts have anything to say to them.


Notions of levelling the playing field are rarely heard these days, with a government unwilling to use its funds to bring the arts to everyone, looking instead to businesses and philanthropists to do the job. In the end it comes down to a question of responsibility. Is it the role of government or private funders to ensure that everyone gets a chance to enjoy the arts? While the current mix of private and state money is superficially successful, some problems are becoming clearer. The first is the realisation that much of the quality and innovation we enjoy today derives from a more generous past when the state used its funds to nurture creativity through affordable education and support for experiment. And the second is the unwillingness of private and business funders to pay for anything too costly, too controversial or insufficiently glamorous. This could mean that while starry money-making enterprises survive, there will no longer be an experimental seed-bed to produce the creative, even oddball, efforts that make the British art scene so vibrant. Meanwhile, access both to making and to enjoying the arts will be limited to those who can afford the entrance fee. How long can it be before a new strand of political thinking decides that the arts are too important to be left in the private hands of those who pay for them? Is that what is meant by history repeating itself?
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The Background
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The civilising influence of art





Since the end of the Second World War, art has been a political issue. The Labour manifesto for the 1945 election declared that ‘we desire to ensure to our people full access to the great heritage of the culture in this nation’, a promise that was honoured after the Labour victory with the creation of the Arts Council of Great Britain. Since then it has been assumed, almost without question, that the arts are good for the nation and should be supported.


Quite what ‘good for’ means has never been fully explored, except in dollar-earning terms. The aim of this book is to show that ‘good for’ has a history whose hidden assumptions lie behind today’s views of what an arts policy should be. Although the area under investigation in this book is fine art – painting and sculpture – its history is similar to the history which has formed contemporary attitudes to the provision of music, literature and dance.


The idea that the arts are good for people has a history which begins in the 1830s and continues today with the Tate Gallery’s plans to open a northern branch in Liverpool. The Tate’s decision would have been applauded by socially concerned Victorians although they would have presented their reasons in different terms. They would have seen the gallery as an attempt to tame the lower classes through the civilising influence of art, while the moderns see it in terms of correcting the London stranglehold on the arts and revitalising a rundown area. But the use of art to treat a social problem is the same.


It is more than coincidence which links the Victorians to today’s developments. Contemporary policies are descendants of nineteenth-century ideas. It was the Victorians who decided that the visual arts were a force for social good. And it was the Victorians who defined the visual arts as painting and sculpture and decreed that they should remain untouched by the crafts or amateur art. These beliefs that painting and sculpture have an important role to play in society lie beneath the Arts Council’s decision to boost galleries outside London, its funding of quality exhibitions and its parsimoniousness towards fine art’s embarrassing relatives, community, ethnic and amateur art. The view that fine art is good for people is part of the establishment’s mindset, and current niggardliness towards it is a result of adherence to economic policies rather than hostility to something as much above criticism as religion, a receptacle for similar attitudes.


Art has always been thought to possess power. Though the rich and royal, the leaders and the worldly, have always used art to enhance their position, sixteenth-century Italy developed a code of behaviour which included appreciation of the arts as a mark of a noble personality. The everyday descendant of this idea, the belief that sensitivity to the arts is in some way a mark of refinement, lies behind the developments outlined in this book.


The most common British form of the belief in the refining power of art as the nineteenth century approached was the argument that art could lead the mind up to a higher plane. In a speech delivered at the opening of the Royal Academy in Somerset House in 1780, the president, Sir Joshua Reynolds, explained that art could improve society by raising citizens from sensuality to reason:




It is therefore necessary to the happiness of individuals, and still more necessary to the security of society, that the mind should be elevated to the idea of general beauty, and the contemplation of general truth; by this pursuit the mind is always carried forward in search of something more excellent than it finds, and obtains its proper superiority over the common senses of life, by learning to feel itself capable of higher aims and nobler enjoyments.





Reynolds assumed that it was only the sensibility of the higher classes that could be worked on by art. His conception of the mind’s capacity for improvement excluded the poor who were seen as occupying a permanent position at the bottom of the social pyramid: ‘when society is divided into different ranks, and some are appointed to labour for the support of others, those whom their superiority sets free from labour, begin to look for intellectual entertainments.’


In the nineteenth century this belief went downmarket and for the first time the poor were included among the potential beneficiaries of the civilising powers of art. The poor and fine art had not previously kept company but by the 1880s a full-fledged theory had developed about art’s power to improve not just the lives of the poor but the poor themselves. In England this idea grew against a background of increasing urban poverty, for which it offered itself as a solution. William Morris’s marxist faith in the improvement of working-class lives through the practice of the crafts is the best-known and still fashionable face of this belief. But there were others more famous at the time. When in 1881 Samuel Barnett, vicar of St Jude’s, Whitechapel, religious, rich and renowned today as the founder of Toynbee Hall, the world’s first settlement house, opened the first of his art exhibitions for the East End poor, he hoped that by looking at pictures the poor would become religious, clean, refined, sensitive, politically conservative and able to pass the doors of public houses without going inside.


For thirty years, Barnett and the small band of reformers he inspired used fine art to being about one or all of these improvements. By employing art to civilise, they were adding an artistic solution to all the other solutions which emerged after 1870 to deal with the problem of the poor.


In the last few years, the desire for the Arts Council to do more to encourage ‘popular’ arts or to put its money behind community art has been voiced in many books and articles critical of the Council’s policies. This criticism perceives two kinds of art: a high art, which includes old masters, contemporary art and everything contained in the phrase ‘arts of the heritage’; and popular art, which includes environmental art, community arts, crafts and amateur art. Invoking the name of Saint William Morris, the critics accuse the arts administrators of shoring up an elite and outdated idea of fine art which excludes most of the taxpayers who fund the Council and are supposed to benefit from its activities. The Arts Council replies by claiming to support the best and to make the best available to all, adding with a low thrust that what the critics call art is not really art at all but a cultural form of social work.


This battle is a repeat of one that took place a hundred years earlier. Contemporary conflicts over whether it is better for the public to make or to admire art, whether art is a suitable site for politics or whether it should reserve itself for universal concerns, whether art can be created by amateurs as well as professionals, whether art is exclusively paintings and sculpture or whether it can include trade union banners, advertisements, photography or street art, all have their roots in the nineteenth century. One group says that fine art is painting and sculpture, that it is done by professionals, that it speaks of universal matters and expresses eternal values and that we should all be educated to appreciate it in order to be considered truly civilised. The opposing group says that art should be widened to include the crafts, that art should be free to criticise society, that amateurs should make art. Each group is a missionary for a different religion. One wants to show the best art to all, the other to involve everyone in an art that is more flexibly defined than the first group would allow. Both positions were in existence one hundred years ago.


Barnett’s exhibitions of fine paintings for the Whitechapel unwashed exemplify the first group. Barnett accepted totally that the best paintings were by professionally trained artists. In his view, the role of the audience was to look, to appreciate and to listen to the experts point out the glories and meanings of paintings. Today these attitudes have been taken over by the Arts Council and the like-minded bodies which share its goals of presenting excellence to the public. The William Morris way of seeing and using art typifies group two. Respect for the art of the amateur, the belief that making art is as important for Everyman and Everywoman as looking at it, the view of paintings and sculptures as alien to ordinary people, have been adopted by socialist and community artists.


It is the argument of this book that not only were the battle lines drawn up in the 1880s but the outcome was decided. The way in which community and amateur arts have been pushed back into the wings after their 1970s spell in the limelight echoes the way the fine art establishment cold-shouldered Morris’s challenge one hundred years earlier. Morris’s ideas had a huge effect on the formation of twentieth-century social policies in the areas of environment and education. His visionary belief that the arts and the quality of life are intimately linked has inspired successive generations. But he made far less impact on the course of fine art in this country than Barnett, whose picture exhibitions have been forgotten.


An account of this lost episode of Victorian cultural history supplies the core of this book. Part I sets out the stages that led to Samuel Barnett’s conviction that looking at art would be good for the East End poor. Part II describes his attempt to put this into practice, the ripples it made and its victory over the alternative view of view of how art could be ‘good for’ people espoused by William Morris. Part III shows how Barnett’s practices and ideas are embedded in today’s attitudes about art and the public.


The book centres on Barnett because his twenty years of pictures for the poor have never been described, because his influence has never been charted, and because his spirit hovers today over the Arts Council’s fine art panel. Morris, on the other hand, needs no more explanations, except to point out that, contrary to received opinion, of all the fields he influenced, fine art remained untouched. 
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Education versus elevation





The earliest official formulation of art as a solution to the problem of the poor appeared as an afterthought in a government enquiry of 1836 into ‘the best means of extending a knowledge of the arts and of the principles of design among the People (especially the Manufacturing population of the country)’. This Commission was set up in response to fears that declining exports were threatening the country’s economic health, and so its main concern was with improving the design skills of British artisans whose lacklustre work was causing their products to lose out to those from France and Germany.


Despite the liberal use of the words ‘art’ and ‘arts’ throughout the Commission’s Report, it is not painting and sculpture that is meant. The term ‘art’ referred to something completely different when applied to the artisan from when it was applied to the upper and educated classes. For the rich it meant the fine arts of painting and sculpture; for the poor, the crafts. This difference was never stated, because being understood and accepted – at least by the upper classes who did the defining – it never had to be. It resulted from the class system which operated in the arts. Fine art was what academy-trained artists practised after an extensive and traditional training which involved a progression from drawing from casts, to drawing from life, to painting in oils. Artisans learned a skill or a craft – just how well being one of the concerns of the enquiry – which went into producing the ‘manufactures’ – the textiles, artefacts and furniture which looked so pallid beside their continental counterparts.


The way the educated changed the meaning of art when they applied it to the poor shows in the one area where the Commission congratulated itself that art had made contact with artisans. The Report can hardly keep its enthusiasm in check for what it approvingly called ‘the paper circulation of knowledge’. ‘Cheap publications upon art are studied with interest by our workmen,’ it enthused:
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