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Taken together, the portraits and architecture around the central staircase speak to the College’s identity; they suggest its long history blends with modern values.








FOREWORD


 


 


The Royal College of Physicians was founded, by Royal Charter, in 1518 by King Henry VIII. Few professional organisations have been in continuous existence for so long, and over its five-hundred-year history the College has been at the centre of many aspects of medical life. Its principal purpose is to promote the highest standards of medical practice in order to improve health and healthcare, and its varied work in the field is held in high regard. Currently, the College has over thirty thousand members and fellows worldwide. Over the years it has also accumulated a distinguished library, extensive archives and a collection of portraits and other treasures, and has been housed in a number of notable buildings. As part of its quincentennial commemoration, a series of ten books has been commissioned. Each book features fifty reflections, thereby making a total of five hundred, intended to be a meditation on, and an exploration of, aspects of the College’s work and its collections over its five-hundred-year history.


This eighth volume in the series is a fascinating exploration of medical portraits, and their meanings and signification. It is based on the superb archives and collections of the Royal College of Physicians and the book is an exposition, from various perspectives, of the portraits and of their contexts. It is a scholarly work by a renowned figure in the field, Ludmilla Jordanova, who is Professor of History and Visual Culture and Director of the Centre for Visual Arts and Culture at Durham University. There is no person better equipped to have taken on the task of writing this book.


The College’s grateful thanks are also offered to all who have helped in the production of this book, and especially to Julie Beckwith, Head of the Library at the College, who has assisted in finding the images and arranging their photography. Special thanks too are due to Professor Linda Luxon, who has been intimately involved in the production of the volume, to the staff in the medical publishing department, led by Natalie Wilder, and to our publisher.
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Simon Shorvon, Harveian Librarian 2012–16, Royal College of Physicians Series Editor
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Thomas Lawrence, Henry Halford, c. 1825–30, 142.2 × 111.8.









PREFACE



Portraits are complex deposits of relationships: between artists and sitters, between collectors and their possessions, between institutions and their members, between patrons, friends, clients and viewers. They could not exist without framers, suppliers of materials and conservators, who provide an infrastructure for artists and owners, as galleries and auction houses do for audiences and collectors.


Thus an intricate nexus of relationships gives rise to this important art form. In Physicians and Their Images I explore some of these relationships for a single institution, using its collections, archives and other available evidence, including biographies, the writings of some of the key players and materials from other institutions, such as the National Portrait Gallery in London. There is much of value to draw upon, especially the printed catalogues of the portraits and other College publications.
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The Censors’ Room is the historical heart of the College. The panelling was brought from earlier buildings and it is dense with portraits.





I have sought to do justice to a distinctive collection and to suggest how it is possible to approach portraiture, which is arguably one of the most significant artistic genres. Portraits are deemed capable of bringing human beings to the minds of their fellows using inert materials. This drive to capture something of the existence of another person has been strong in many contexts, especially in the English-speaking world. Institutional collections are especially revealing because they express a sense of continuity over long periods of time. They link individuals to the history of their occupation. In the case of the Royal College of Physicians in London, the story goes back to ancient times, since classical figures such as Hippocrates were revered, read and debated there for centuries. More immediately, we are considering continuities over the last five hundred years, which portraits help to symbolise. They speak to an institutional past of half a millennium and serve as enduring visible reminders both of corporate life and of specific individuals.
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J. Chapman, Hippocrates. Taken from a Gem in the possession of J. Tassie Esq in Leicester Square, 1809, stipple engraving, 18.5 × 12.8.
Hippocrates has been portrayed innumerable times, while his writings remained of deep interest to at least some medical practitioners well into the nineteenth century. James Tassie was a successful gem engraver and modeller who made many small medallion heads of famous individuals. In the little scene below a semi-recumbent man is being tended, presumably by Hippocrates, while Old Father Time holds an hourglass and a scythe.





The Royal College of Physicians possesses a strong sense of its own history, which portraits help to create and sustain. They assist in building and shoring up the reputation of distinguished doctors by acting as a focal point for remembering their achievements. It is striking how many medical practitioners have a well-developed interest in the past of their field. When brought together in the College, fellows and members express their historical awareness in a number of mutually reinforcing ways: by commemorating illustrious predecessors in dinners and speeches; naming rooms after them; collecting artefacts connected to them; writing and reading obituaries, memoirs and histories; and by acquiring, commenting on and reproducing portraits. Portraits take many forms, including prints, photographs, frontispieces and drawings; they can be used to shape an understanding of the medical past in journals, books, magazines, freestanding images and digital products. By examining the diverse uses of portraits, it becomes possible to appreciate how figures, including those from a distant past, remain, as it were, alive in the minds of their successors, while recently commissioned works will, it is anticipated, sustain the memories of future generations of physicians.


This book contains my selection of fifty items from the College’s collections. In order to help make sense of these works, there are additional illustrations which serve as context for the former and to extend readers’ understanding of the collection and of portraiture as a genre. The essential information – the names of maker and sitter, the date of production, medium and size, if known – is given in the caption. Unless otherwise stated, all works are owned by the College and are oil on canvas. Measurements are given in centimetres with height before width. The index gives the dates of birth and death of individuals and includes organisations. For the sake of economy, I have generally omitted people’s titles. It has not been possible to illustrate all the portraits mentioned, but simple internet searches should provide an image quickly.


My selection is designed to reveal the breadth and depth of the collection, to include women as well as men, to take the quality of work into account, and to illustrate the possibilities of different media. Balancing these goals has not been easy and inevitably personal preference has played a part. I have not sought to select the ‘best’ works, however that may be defined, but to focus on portraits that shed light on recurrent themes, which include the elaborate ties of kinship and friendship that characterise medical life, the close interest that many physicians have taken in both collecting and the history of their occupation, and forms of patronage. Medicine is a domain with intimate links to art and literature; indeed, it is a field that is itself a form of culture. It is worth remembering that the College, although based in London, has forged links with practitioners in many parts of the British Isles and wider afield.


Notes and bibliography are presented economically and placed at the end. Standard biographical sources, such as William Munk’s The Roll of the Royal College of Physicians and the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and the printed catalogues of portraits, are not included in the notes. In the selection of portraits, there is a weighting towards works in oil. The College has relatively small collections of three-dimensional works, drawings and watercolours, but a substantial number of prints, of which I have been able to include just a tiny fraction here. Photography is mentioned only in passing. Prints played a central role in circulating portraits of physicians to wider audiences than their originals could reach in the pre-photographic era. While it was common to make copies of some oil paintings, derivative prints were exceptionally important. Magazines and newspapers, as well as satirical publications, have also been significant. Sadly, it has proved impossible to do justice to this aspect of Physicians and Their Images here. I hope that what follows reveals the richness of the College’s collections and some of the ways in which they can be approached so as to deepen our understanding of the organisation and its history, and of portraiture as a genre.
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Felix Szczesny Kwarta, Albert Schweitzer, 1953, 89.5 × 71.1.
Schweitzer was famous for his medical work in Africa as well as for his organ-playing and theological writings. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1952 and was honoured in the UK with the Order of Merit in 1955. Schweitzer was much represented; indeed, he was a celebrity. His portrait serves as a reminder of networks of association between medical professionals across the world. The Polish artist was interned in Bergen-Belsen and escaped to England, where he spent the rest of his life.
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Halford’s portrait by Lawrence is in the centre of a large, dramatic hang on the first floor of the building. The painting was bequeathed by his grandson. The College also owns a bust by Chantrey of its longest-serving President.









SETTING THE SCENE



Anyone walking into the Royal College of Physicians, a celebrated modern building on the edge of Regent’s Park, must be struck by the profusion of portraits displayed there. In the entrance hall an eighteenth-century bust of William Harvey, arguably the most famous fellow, is embedded in the wall. On the ground floor hang large canvases, mostly from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and so it is throughout the building that paintings and busts abound. When designing the building Denys Lasdun paid careful attention to the culture, practices and values of his patrons, mentioning portraits early on in his notes. As Robert Platt, the President at the time, put it, ‘Lasdun took endless care in studying the functions, customs and ceremonies of the college and examining also its portraits and other possessions…’1 The very fabric of this stunning building is in harmony with the oil paintings and sculptures it contains. Evidently, portraits remain integral to College life.


The phrase Physicians and Their Images refers to both those that they own and those that depict them. There is a further meaning of ‘image’ – the impression that an individual or group conveys to others as well as prevailing assumptions about them.2 Medical practitioners have long been concerned with their status and the esteem in which they are held by other parties, especially patients, elites and governments. Yet the image of doctors in the wider world is not within their control; they can only deploy all the means at their disposal to manage it. Hence visual and verbal rhetoric are integral to presenting images of physicians both within peer groups and to lay audiences. There are complicated dynamics here, and portraits certainly play their part.
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Merlyn Evans, Robert Platt, 1963, 125.7 × 100.3, frame 157 × 131.8.
Platt was President between 1957 and 1962, a crucial time in the College’s history when he was deeply involved in commissioning Denys Lasdun to design and erect the current building. Platt’s autobiography, Private and Controversial, published in 1972, discusses the College.
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