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ABSTRACT

A small number of paintings with modern settings and figures
in modern dress can be identified in the exhibitions of the
1840s. During the 18508 such pictures became far more common,
particularly in the wake of the success of William Powell Frith's

outdoor crowd scene, Ramsgate Sands, exhibited at the Royal

Academy of 1854, and distributed as an Art Union engraving in
1859. IThis thesis locates those modern life scenes in the
broader context of mid-nineteenth century genre painting.
Examining the critical debates of the 18408, it is possible to
identify anxieties concerning the appeal and value of genre
painting, as an aspect of the political and ideological
construction of the bourgeoisie. The expansion of the art~buying
and art-viewing public generated critical concern over the status
and powers of discrimination of middle~class patrons. Genre
painting was thought to present a special danger because it

offered viewers sensory stimulation, in the form of visual

excitement, untempered by the moral and intellectual qualities of

high arte.

Rather than proceding by compiling a catalogue of modern life
paintings this thesis examines in depth a number of pictures
produced in the 1850s. It considers, as case studles, two

pictures exhibited in 1854: Ramsgate Sands by Frith, and The

Awakening Conscience by William Holman Hunt. As a third example

a picture by William Maw Egley, Omnibus Life In London, 1is

investigated. This was exhibited at the British Institution, and

engraved for the Illustrated London News, in 1859. These case

studies develop new frameworks for the analysis of Victorian




paintings. Social and political history is not presented as

background, but as integral to the construction and deployment of
meaning in the pictures. The analysis draws on psychoanalytic
writing and on structuralist theory. It argques that the choice
of modern subjects posed particular problems for both artists and
audiences. Whether the representations were of private morality
and immorality, or of public situations where sexual propriety
became an issue, there was an engagement by the paintings with
questions of sexuality and its regulation. At the same time the

viewing of these genre paintings was, in terms of contemporary

critical theory, already a sexualised activity. The thesis looks
at the interface between sexuality and vision in the pictures.
Developments in portraiture are mapped on to changing attitudes
to genre subjects in a discussion of the relationship between
realism and the narrative qualities of painting in the mid-

nineteenth century.
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- Chapter One

CHAPTER ONE: PAINTING FOR THE EYE ALONE.,

In Victorian art distinctions between different categories of
painting implied more than a simple variation in choice of

subject. Art's purpose, its capacity for intellectual and moral
content, the mode of perception proper to it, the scale of work
and even the handling of paint, were held to differ between
historical and genre painting. This chapter examines critical

debates around the nature and status of genre painting. The area
of discussion was highly charged in political terms. Behind the

formal, aesthetic terms of art criticism lay concern with the

class address of art. Mid-nineteenth century critics assumed the
role of public educators, and were conscious of the expansion of
the art market and the appearance of new patrons and exhibition-
goers drawn from the middle class. The critics®' efforts to
instruct these consumers in art appreciation were underpinned by
attempts to define, and mould the cultural identity of a newly
empowered class. A close reading of the critical debates of the
period reveals a preoccupation with the susceptibility of this
public to the pernicious effects of visual excitation, which was
construed as a quasi-sexual phenomenon. The discussion revolved
around questions of class, and extended to questions of national
identity. Since it was widely recognised that the British School

of art was dominated by genre painting, contests over genre were
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felt to have ramifications for the international standing of the

nation.

THE SCOPE OF GENRE PAINTING

In 1841 four categories were proposed for British Institution

prizes. They were: ‘'Historical'!, 'Fancy or Picturesque'’,
‘Landscape and Cattle' and 'Still Life'.(1) Of the first two
categories 'Historical' is self-explanatory but it is not so
clear what constituted 'Fancy or Picturesque'. To some extent it
is a category that finds its definition by exclusion, consisting
of subjects that did not belong in the more specific categories
of history, landscape and still life. Looking elsewhere, we can

find other specialised categories that would also also have been

excluded. 1In the Publishers' Circular, for instance, the

categories ‘Religious', 'Shipping', °'Sporting', and 'Portraits’

appear.(2) Genre painting occupied an indeterminate position

between high art, on one hand, and landscape and portraiture, on
the other. 1In an article on the 1857 Manchester Exhibition, the
critic Layard discusses the failure of the British school of
painting in 'high' art and their strength in other areas of
painting.

The English school having been founded upon the feelings and
demands of the day ...it was to be expected that the three
branches of painting in which it would excel would be the
representation of scenes of domestic life, to be classed
under the general name, to adopt a French expression of

‘*tableaux de genre', landscape and portraiture. (3)

We see that Layard adopts the term ‘'genre' that eventually became

(1) Art Union, Jan 1841, p.7.
(2) Publishers! Circular, vol. 2=-4, 1839-41.

(3) Quarterly Review, vol.102, July 1857, pp.165-204.
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the standard description for scenes of rustic or urban life, or

domestic interiors, or scenes from literature, that were

anecdotal rather than heroic. His article, which was published

in the Quarterly Review, goes on to discuss the distinction

between high and low art, and the position of genre. Historical
painting, and high art in general, are said to spring from the
Italian school of painting, while low art springs from the

Germane. The review explains the different characteristics of

these schools.

In the one case the art—-student will observe an earnest
struggle to attain the highest aim of art, by the expression
of the loftiest, purest and noblest sentiments in the human

countenance and attitude, as well as by general treatment
and composition, all other things being considered secondary

to this one great object: in the other he will find that
expression and sentiment, although not discarded altogether,

are made subservient to a careful and exact imitation of
nature and surrounding objects. (p.181)
The distinction being made was the conventional one, in the
period: German or Dutch painting was invariably referred to as
the model for genre painting. Layard®'s initial gloss on genre
painting is that it is the representation of scenes of domestic

life in the context of exact imitation of nature and objects,

rather than the expression of pure and noble sentiments.
However, by setting up the models of Hogarth and Wilkie as the

bagsis of the English genre tradition Layard suggests tpat genre

can move away from the low German towards the qualities of high

art. Wilkie is seen to be an advance on Hogarth, whose merit was
the accuracy of his observation, but whose work was marred
ingsofar as it took the form of keen satire that involved a degree
of coarseness. Wilkie rises above this to 'refined
cssrepresentation of common subjects', truthful rendering of

details and purity of colouring.'(p.195) The terms in which




-4=- Chapter One
Wilkie is praised: refinement, truth and purity, seem to belong
rather to historical or Italian terms of reference than to a
notion of genre as low art. It is from this superior standpoint
that the review aims its criticism at modern examples of genre,
and here the range of application of the term is suggested.

Sharp criticism is made of banal domestic scenes by Cope. These
are held up as symptoms of a general failing extending to

Landseer, Mulready, Webster, Roberts and Stanfield.
Mr Cope paints some trivial domestic subject which amuses
the visitors to the exhibition, and is favourably noticed by

the critics. He abandons a class of painting in which he
gave good promise, and prostitutes undoubted talents to

painting 'Baby's turn' and a succession of babies bobbing at

cherries and sucking sugar. Surely even if the higher aims
of art be altogether discarded, there is something better to

be done in its most humble sphere than to amuse nursery
maids and their charges.

The ‘romantic school'! of scenes from literature 1is classed as a

subsection of genre by Layard, and comes in for censure as

consisting of nothing but the comic and sentimental grimace and

the usual allowance of velvet tights and hat and feathers.

Smirke, Briggs, Hinton and Frith are mentioned in this context,
as lacking in truth and earnestness. The Pre Raphaelites are
also classed as genre painters. Their truth and earnestness of
intent is not questioned: they are praised for conscientiously
studying nature and rendering details, and it is granted that
they seek to teach. They are criticised, however, for painting
the most important things the most carelessly, in other words for
failing to pain; the human form and human flesh, falling down on
atmosphere and wilfully ignoring all rules of composition.
Moreover thelr method of conveying moral truths is criticised as

being either obscure and over-subtle, or improper in directly

portraying the horrors of vice.
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Layard's Quarterly Review article therefore lays out the
conventional basis for distinction between high art and genre.
It also indicates the range of paintings and artists bracketed in
genre. Hogarth's streets, drawing rooms and garrets, Wilkie's

cottage firesides, Cope's nurseries, various Vicar of Wakefield

and Shakespearean scenes, and Hunt's modern bourgeois drawing

room are all directly referred to. There is also a gesture

towards Landseer's highland and animal scenes, Mulready's and
Webster's playground and schoolroom scenes and even Roberts's

exotic scenes and Stanfield's shipping. Even where not

explicitly categorised as genre painting they are criticised for

the same failings.

The specific examples mentioned by Layard can be compared to
the engravings included under various headings in the Publishers'’

Circular. That publication listed engravings that appeared,

alongside new fiction in its fortnightly issues. Genre subjects

are included in the "Miscellaneous' section, where for example

Landseer's Highland Drovers and Harvey's Examination of a Village
School are listed. But this category also includes Raleigh's

First Pipe In England by R.W.Buss which, from the title might be

expected to be found in the "Historical' section with the Trial

of Charles I in Westminster Hall after John Burnett. Despite its
historical setting however, Buss's subject was a comic anecdote.
His comic style that made him seem an appropriate choice to

illustrate The Pickwick Papers would have shifted his historical

subjects into the hat and feathers category of genre.



- Chapter One

VISUAL STIMULUS: THE ABSENCE OF EMOTIONAL AND DRAMATIC CONTENT

Even as late as 1857 Layard was using genre as a foreign term.
In place of this unfamiliar term mid=-nineteenth century critics
used a variety of formulations. Genre paintings could be
described as subject paintings, fancy plctures or picturesque

scenes. The title of an Art Union article in 1841 was 'Pictures

of Fancy Subjects and Familiar Life'. 1In this Art Union article
the principle of the purely visual content of genre painting 1is

spelt out. The article is the second in a major series

discussing technical features of different types of painting.
The first, of course, dealt with historical painting.

In a former number of the Art Union we endeavoured to define
the leading features, and character of the historical or
grand style of art; in this we shall attempt to explain, as

briefly as possible, the best mode of treating subjects of
familiar life - a class of works which come more within the
vortex of an English fireside than any other, and has,

therefore, met with greater encouragement ...the principles

upon which the various works are successfully conducted, are
borrowed entirely from the contemplation of the best

pictures of the Dutch school: for as it is to the eye alone

that the works of this school are addressed, we naturally
find the most effective mode of gratifying this sense;

though often to the exclusion of every other requisite in
art. (4)
The writer's authority is Reynolds, and Reynolds is quoted,
trying to explain the strange phenomenon of interest being taken

in the representation of things without inherent interest.

There 1s still (he adds) entertainment even in such
pictures, however uninteresting their subjects; there 1is

some pleasure in the contemplation of the truth of the
imitation.
Here "truth" tempers the disturbing element of sensual

gratification upon which this form of painting seems to depend.

(4) Art Union, Jan 1841, p.3
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Physicality remains an undercurrent in all discussion of genre

though. There was thought to be a danger of genre painting being
dragged down by its appeal to the uneducated, to the

"nurserymaids and their charges”™; the lower classes were
considered equivalent to infants when it came to appreciating
art, and were thought to respond to pictures like babies reaching

out for enticingly red cherries or contentedly sucking at sugar.

A John Cassell publication of 1854, issued in parts and filled

with engravings to give a comprehensive popular education in

painting, commented on Van Ostade; and deliberated on the same
problem: how it was that the artist selected inherently

valueless subjects.

One might ask, however, what could induce an artist to

select a scene so vulgar, types which boasted no beauty, and
accessories which have nothing to recommend them but their
rudeness and rusticity? To this Van Ostade would reply by

showing you the jet of light which plays across the figures,
the harmonious shading which reigns in the background, and
the thousand streaks and sparkles on the linen, the basket

or the basin. The painter Lubeck found here a whole course
of art. Attracted by the variety of lines and the melody of
colour, if he found these he needed nothing else. His

pencil reproduced what had charmed his eye and not what had
found favour with his thoughts. (5)

The question is posed so that the emphasis falls on the subjects.
The writer does not ask what pleasure is taken in these subjects,
and offer in reply - the truth of imitation, but asks why these
low subjects were chosen, and answers - because the concern is
purely visual. The argument concludes

«-eshence the tendency among painters of the Dutch and
Flemish schools to scenes of what we call "low life". They
are the painters of material life, but hardly ever attain to
the poetic sublimity of the Italians.

(5) Anon., The Works of Eminent Masters, John Cassell, London,
1854, vol.I, p.157.
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There is a gap in the logic. The writer does not succeed in

explaining why low life scenes should fulfil the function of
charming the eye any better than sublime scenes. The Art Union
article on 'Fancy subjects and Familiar Life' goes further

towards rationalising this position. It embarks on the

discussion when it makes the claim that British genre painting
has moved on to a higher plane than Dutch. Again the standard
references are to Hogarth and Wilkie. The article suggests that

scenes without dramatic interest, either in telling a story, or

in displaying a range of human emotions, are easier to group in

visually pleasing ways than dramatic scenes. The demands of
drama are said to interfere with the simple surface variations

typical of Dutch genre.

The Dutch pictures seldom embrace the varieties of action or
expression, but are confined to brawls, merry-meetings,

figures smoking or playing at tric=-trac; and where, if the

general character is given, the colour or handling is never

disturbed by endeavouring to give a more intricate or
correct definition of the passions; neither do their figures

require to occupy that situation which a dramatic story, or
a complicated composition demands, but merely serve the
purpose of an effect of light and shade, or a beauteous

combination of colour.

This, it is claimed, did not deter Hogarth from combining detail
with dramatic incident, nor Wilkie from qoing one step further

and mastering the colouring and delicacy of handling of the

Dutch, combining it with dramatic incidents even more impelling
than Hogarth, in compositions less cluttered, but still
attractively 'embellished' with detailed accessories. In this
way Wilkie is said to have laid the foundations for a school of
British genre which had moved on from mechanical wonders of Dutch

painting.

These are the incidents that ennoble a work and place it on
a level with the great productions of the Italian school.
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But the suggestion is that, while Wilkie had shown the
possibilities for ennobled and purified genre, this potential was
being ignoraed. The prevailing attitude was that there was a
temptation for artists to take the easy solution, and rest
contented with the less demanding task of perfecting imitation.

The temptation was a financial one too. Commentators thought

that the picture market was being swamped by small-minded plicture
buyers, buyers with no more understanding of the sublime than

‘nurserymaids and their charges'.
MIDDLE CLASS PATRONAGE

A speculative article in the Athenaeum in 1840 described the

age in all {ts productions: industrial, literary and artistic, as
an 'Age of Tinsel', characterised by glitter and superficiality.
It laid the blame squarely on the character of modern patronage.

It dismissed the notion that there was any absolute lack of

patronage.

No. It is not patronage that is wanting but patronage of the

right kind. Art enjoys now, we apprehend, far more
patronage, total against total, than it did under Leo or

Lorenzo, but a corruptive instead of a beneficial: the

public stands as the great patron, but the great patron of
little things - patron of its own inexhaustible physiognomy,

favourite-spaniel or pug dog pleces, glittering outlays of
ruddle and gambouge called landscapes, sentimentalities ad

nauseam, Storms in the Atlantic a foot square, and Falls of
Niagara that will fit over the cupboard. (6)

The nursery-maids respond to the image of their own nurseries.
We see here that a notion of the middle classes' own physiognomy
can be extended beyond individualised portraits to the small

genre pictures of trivial domestic subjects that reflected the

(6) Athenaeum, 1 Feb 1840, pp.95-6.
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limits of their own life. Once again reference is made to Dutch

painting.

What did ancient art produce among the Dutch masters?
Little miracles of mechanism, parlour scenes, rural corners,

dead game and low drolleries. Why? Because its patrons were
shopkeepers, dairy~-men, wind-millers, proprietors of

demesnes each somewhat bigger than a good village pond

irrigated by a green ditch, planted with four pollard
willows, and commended by a house the size of Polyphenmus's

pigeon~box. Could anything nobler than cabinet pictures be

expected from a country cut up into paddocks like a table of
‘fox and geese' which a Middle Class, whose ideas were as

squared and contracted, held under open or occult sway?
The great characteristic of cabinet pictures is their size. They

are small enough to fit into a private room. Great play is here

made with the comparison between the squares of the flat Dutch
landscape divided into smallholdings, and the small squares which

are pictures. The image of the chequer board of 'fox and geese’
is used, with perhaps the idea that the middle classes are

limited to the low craft of foxes or the silliness of geese. As
a corollary of limited size goes limited intellectual and moral

powers. The greatest achievement of Dutch painting was held to

be 'mechanisn'.

In an 1842 discussion on the state of English painting,
remarks by the artist and art administrator Eastlake throw some
light on the supposed relation between the size of cabinet
paintings and the limitation to a purely visual interest. Unlike

the writer of the Athenaeum article, Eastlake did not consider

the state of English painting to be entirely corrupt. He talks
of the danger posed to the development of historical painting by
a school ‘'exclusively devoted to indiscriminate imitation', but

considers that English genre painting has advanced beyond purely

visual concerns. He says of 'pictures of familiar subjects which
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have been of late years predominant and deservedly attractive'

that they are to some extent elevated in treatment or subject

matter.

«eethe productions in question oftener approach the dignity
of history than the vulgarity of the lower order of subjects

and either by the choice of incidents, or by thelir
treatment, still attest the character of the national taste.
The evidence of an intellectual aim in familiar subjects,

may be therefore considered as an additional proof that the
artists of England want only the opportunities which those
of other nations have enjoyed in order to distinguish

themselves in the worthiest undertakings. (7)
This is reminiscent of the standard praise accorded to Wilkie.
It is based on the position that successors of Wilkie had lived
up to his example. However the aim of the pilece is to plead for
state encouragement of historical painting. Eastlake allows that

there may be genre painting that rises above pure imitation, or

historical painting which

admits, picturesque materials, thus combining the
attractions of familiar subjects with the dignity of the
historic style.

However, at the same time he makes it clear that there are

fundamental differences between the two kinds of painting. He
admits that most modern English historical painting is of this
quasi-familiar type, and is on a small scale - but insofar as it
1s like this it belies the principles of historical painting.
Properly speaking historical painting is on a grand scale, and
has a corresponding grandeur of treatment, which involves

suppregssion of detail. Historical paintings are not for hanging

in private rooms of normal size, consequently they are not to be

(7) Report of Commission on Fine Art, 1842. Eastlake (as

Secretary of Commission), 'Introduction: the State and Prospects
of the English School of Painting', reprinted in Art Union, Sept
1842.
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looked at close to, and there is no need for minute detalils.

Eastlake says of historical painting
it must stil]l tend to exclude certain refinements of
imitation which are appreciable in pictures requiring to be

seen near = refinements capable of conferring an interest on
details that may be unimportant in themselves...the familliar

subject, as fullest of accidental circumstance, must be best
displayed in dimensions fitted for near inspection.

The argument goes that as a small scale invites close viewing and

demands comprehensive detail, so magnitude in scale distances the
viewer and demands selection, and emphasis on a few important

accessories. There is no place for the unimportant. Every

attribute of the picture must be part of the grand theme. In

recommending state patronage of historical painting Eastlake does
not wish to denigrate 'that domestic art which 1is now so

successfully cultivated', 'the hitherto more thriving and popular
branch of art', but he wishes clearly to separate it from
historical art. Historical painting is not small scale painting
of scenes from the past, full of details of dress and setting,
nor is it large scale painting of the same.

it may be remarked that large works when elaborate 1in
detail, and full of accidental circumstance, have the
unpleasing effect of magnified cabinet pictures.

To paint historically is to generalise and idealise, not

slavishly to imitate every accidental detail of the actual.

ELEVATED GENRE

The distinction insisted on by Eastlake, between true
historical painting and that which has a historical subject but

is closer to genre, underpins a plaintive letter to the Art Union

in 1840. The writer, S.T., represents himself as a young artist,

bewildered by the discrepancy betwen the theory of historical
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painting gencrally preached and the examples put beforo him by

the respected artists of the day in the Royal Academy. le cannot
convince himself that the works of Wilkie, Landseer, Turner,
Uwins, Chalon, Lee and Mulready are historical.

He (the young artist) does not presume to doubt the
excellence of the works I have named, but the doubt arises
in his mind "Are these historical?' He feels he cannot paint
dogs, and baskets, and draperies as he sees them, and is
sometimes in despair that he has wasted his precious timey
and is as far as ever from knowing 'what is historical'.

(8)
He refers to a term coined in Blackwood's

are we to come home and paint what Blackwood calls 'The
Elegant Familiar Style'?

The Blackwood's reviewer coined the term approvingly in 1840 and

returned to it in later years. He applied it to Redgrave,

Maclise and Lauder, reserving it especially for Redgrave. It was

a style of painting where instead of "Low Life" mechanically

painted, intellectual and moral elements enter into the painting.

The wonderful mechanism of the Flemish school, the

admiration and high value set upon works merely on that
account, in defiance of subject, have too long fostered a
bad taste; we are happy to see that the more gross and

vulgar of that school are less sought after, and a growing

competition for the elegant familiar. It is in this
particular line that our present artists excel: and as it

is one that admits much feeling, tenderness and beauty 1ts
ascendency may be admitted without regret. (9)

Feeling, tenderness and beauty may not immediately strike us as
intellectual or moral but in the terms of the Blackwood's
reviewer they certainly were, and to be set against purely visual
representation. Even when not overtly vulgar and ‘'low life!,
purely visual qualities in painting were inadequate, as he
explains the following year.

(8) Art Union, Sep 1840, p.140.
(9) Blackwood's, Sept 1840, p.374
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Mere vulgarity is certainly disappearing. Insipidity,
however, not works of sentiment and thought, fill too large

a space. For whom are these things of no meaning, which
crowd the walls, painted, is a question we annually ask
ourselves? That the painter should be pleased with his own

manual dexterity, and mere power of representing objects, 1if

he be uncultivated for higher aim, is not surpring; but that
the public should be pleased with such works, does excite

our wonder. It surely argues no good public taste, when the
eyae seeks a gratification unconnected with intellectual and
moral feeling. (10)

We can see from these various sources that the gratification of
the eye, the unselective painting of insignificant details, with
scrupulous accuracy, of 'dogs and baskets and draperies' as the

eye sees them, was considered the lowest element in art, and one
that could not coexist with nobler aims. We also sae
considerable negotiation going on over those pictures where the
two did coexist. It is clearly shown by the relation of S.T.'s
letter to the Blackwood's reviews. In the first the 'elegant
familiar' embodies the failure of British painting to match up to
its own theory of the grand style. In the second it embodies the

achievement of sections of British art to pull itself above the
dangerous model of Dutch genre, and the corrupt nature of public

taste.

Behind all the comments quoted from the 1840s and 18508 stand

Reynolds's pronouncements on high and low art. Reynolds's

Discourses were lectures delivered from 1769-90, and collected

and published in 1801. The Discourses lay out principles that

continued to be vitally important for artists and critics
throughout the nineteenth century. Reynolds distinguished

between painting for the eye and painting for the heart and mind.
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(10) Blackwood's, Sep 1841, p.340.




“15=- Chapter Ono

If deceliving the eye were the only business of the art,
there is no doubt, indeed, but the minute painter would be
more apt to succeed; but it is not the eya, it is the mind

which the painter of genius desires to address; nor will he
waste a moment upon those smaller objects, which serve only

to catch the sense, to divide the attention, and to
counteract his great design of speaking to the heart. (11)

The historical painter generalises, paints the ideal, knowing
that local details are examples of the deformities produced by

local accident. Reynolds concedes the possibility of, for somo

reason or other, a historical painter descending to lower
subjects, which are concerned with local details. 1In this case

the low subject will be ennobled.

if «...he is obliged to descend lower, he will bring into the

lower sphere of art a grandeur of composition and character,
that will raise and ennoble his works far above their

natural rank. (Discourse III, p.52)

This 1s the source for the position accorded to Wilkie in early
Victorian art criticism. Short of this ennobled genre, a genre

painter can be praised for accurately differentiating between
characters' expressions.

The painters who have applied themselves more particularly
to low and vulgar characters, and who express with precision

the various shades of passion, as they are exhibited by
vulgar minds, (such as we see in the works of Hogarth)
deserve great praise. (Discourse III, p.51)

Within the limited aims of genre painting the details have a

function. They would interfere with a higher purpose, but in
genre subjects they are necessary adornments.

ags the natural dignity of the subject is less, the more all
the little ornamental helps are necessary to its
enbellishment. (Discourse IV, p.70)

Reynolds also touches on the differing audiences for low and high

(11) Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses On Art, ed. R.R.Wark,
Huntington Library, San Marino, California, 1959, Discourse III,
P- 50-
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art.

In works of the lower kind everything appears studied and

encumbered; it is all boastful art, and open affectation.
The ignorant often part from such pictures with wonder in

their mouths and indifference in their hearts. (Discourse
IV, p-59)

This notion of the lower art easily winning acclaim of the
ignorant is one which gets developed, as we have seen, in the
atmosphere of the 1840s and 18508 of extended public access to
art and calls for popular education . The dicta of Reynolds are
inscribed in the statements of the '40s and '50s8 but they are not
merely repeated. I have used the term 'negotiation' of the

middle ground between low and high art in this period, but the
term is perhaps too mild to describe the conflicts involving

fear, scorn, moral reprobation and triumphant acclaim.

RUSKIN AND REYNOLDS

Ruksin's role in the debate over the position accorded to the
eye in appreciating art, the function of detail and the status of
genre painting must be considered. It is tempting to claim that
Ruskin overthrew Reynolds's tenet that the general is more
important than the particular, championed the depiction of
accurate and minute detail and successfully won critical opinion
over to his views; creating a critical climate favourable to the
detailed representations of modern life scenes that became more
common in the 1850s. According to this argument pictures such as
Ford Madox Brown's Last of England exhibited at the Liverpool

Academy in 1856, Abraham Solomon's Waiting for the Verdict

exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1857, Augustus Egg's Past and

Present exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1858, and William Maw

Egley's Omnibus Life in London exhibited at the British
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Institution in 1859 could all be said to derive from the critical

revolution instituted by Ruskin. After all Ruskin 4id say, in

Modern Painters,

It is carelessly and falsely said that general ideas are
more important than particular ones. (12)

But I would rather suggest that Ruskin's views form part of a
more general appropriation and transformation of Reynolds's

arguments. Even in the section of Modern Painters where he is

disputing Reynolds's position on general versus particular he
makes it clear that he is not trying to overthrow Reynolds's
hierarchy of types of painting and the subjects fitted to each.
He is8 trying to retain the conclusions and alter the the grounds

of the argument. This leads him into convoluted discussion,

which the Blackwood's reviewer of volume I summed up as a quibble
on the word important, claiming that it could be dismissed by a
simple statement of what Reynolds really meant.(13) It is
significant that Ruskin does not deny the famous example given by
Reynolds that in historical painting drapery should be

generalised.

eeewith him (the historical painter) the cloathing is
neither woollen, nor linen, nor silk, satin, or velvet, it
is drapery it is nothing more. (14)

Ruskin lets Reynolds's judgement stand. First he puts forward a

quirky argument claiming that the actual type of material is

incidental to the qualities which distinguish drapery as drapery.

These qualities he lists out as "extension, non=-elastic

flexibility, unity and comparative thinness'. The only other

(12) John Ruskin, Modern Painters (vol.l), Library Edition,
vol.IXI, George Allen, London, 1907, p.152.

(13) Blackwood's, Sept 1841, p.340.

(14) Reynolds, op.cit., Discourse IV, p.62.
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relevant distinction that can be made in the context of

historical painting, he claims, is that which differentiates
individual examples within the species ‘'drapery'. According to
this argqument woolliness, silkiness etc are irrelevant because
though not common to the whole of it, they are common to

indefinite numbers of it. The only feature distinguishing any

individual instance of drapery is the way it happens to fall into

folds. Moreover the gqualities of woolliness, silkiness etc, Or
of colour, are incidental because as well as covering a range of

instances within the group ‘drapery' they apply to other things

outside the group. By arguing in this way, Ruskin manages to
adhere to Reynolds's dictum: to advocate generalisation in

historical painting, but by redefining what counts as general and
what is particular he shifts the application of the rule. He
claims ‘generality' for the woolliness etc, (which Reynolds would
have called particular qualities), and ‘'distinctiveness' or

specificity for the quality of being drapery (which Reynolds

would have called a general quality).(15)

The feature of Ruskin's position is that it does not depart
from the notion that historical painting was concerned with

elevated ideas and not incidental detail. Such detail plays the
role of a source of entertainment in lower subjects and of

improper disturbance in higher subjects. Modern Painters 1s

concerned with denouncing flashy visual entertainment and with
the promotion of art that fulfills a serious moral function. It

is true that Ruskin is instituting radical departures from

(15) Ruskin, op.cit., p.61.
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Reynolds's doctrine = and that his use of the drapery example is
somewhat disingenuous, because it sets up drapery as a single,
generic category, indivisible except in the individual instance.
This is exactly what he refuses to do with clouds, rocks, plants
etc. He insists that the generic unit flower as flower has no
meaning unless an individual type of flower is identified =-

taking the example of animal as animal to prove his point.

An animal must be either one animal or another animal it
cannot be a general animal, or it is no animal... ¢there
were a creature in the foreground of a picture of which he
could not decide whether it were a pony or a pig, the
Athenaeum critic would perhaps affirm it to be a
generalisation of a pony and pig. (16)

But his insistence on the specific quality of each natural

phenomenon, and the duty of the painter to register the important

differentiating features is not a simple reversal or denial of

Reynolds's hierarchies. Ruskin too wishes to encourage the

representation of the ideal rather than the accidental or

deformed individual case, but he gsees the ideal in the various

forms of natural objects. They are not accidental features which

distinguish them but structural differences, which evidence the
scope of God's work.

It is not therefore detail sought for its own sake = not the
calculable bricks of the Dutch house painters, nor the
numbered hairs and mapped wrinkles of Denver, which
constitute great art - they are the lowest and most
contemptible art; but it is detail referred to a great end =
sought for the sake of the inestimable beauty which exists
in the slightest and least of God's works. (17)

I wish to stress that Ruskin's argquments fit into a widespread
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(16) Ruskin, op.cit., Preface to the Second Edition (1844),
Library Edition, vol.III, p.34.
(17) Ibid-' p-32.
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discugsion on the role and value of different kinds of art -

discussion generated by the changing class composition of the art
market. Modern Painters was conceived as ‘'a small pamphlet
defending a noble artist against a strong current of erring
public opinion.'(18) It grew to be considerably more than that,
but it must, nonetheless, be read primarily as an attempt to

redirect popular taste. For Ruskin this was an urgent task.

When public taste seems plunging deeper and deeper into
degradation day by day, and when the press universally
exerts such powers as it possesses to direct the feeling of

the nation more completely to all that is theatrical,
affected and false in art. (19)

His aim was to refute the judgements made by the press and to
guide public opinion to an appreciation of the truths and

beauties of nature. The conclusion to Vol.I of Modern Painters

asserts that the public has the power of discerning ‘rank of

intellect'! in painters within a particular type of painting. The
task of the critics therefore is not to promote the better artist

against the more popular, inferior artist, but to promote the
worthier type of painting. Once the public are convinced of what

is worth looking for, Ruskin is convinced that they will be able
to see {t.

The press therefore and all who pretend to lead the public

taste, have not so much to direct the multitude whom to go
to, as what to ask for. (20)

In the meantime Turner appeals only to those who have developed

the power of distinguishing true representations of landscape

(18) Ruskin, letter to H.G.Liddell, Oct 12 1844, Library Edition,
vol.III, p.669. See also Preface to the First Edition (1843),
‘The work now laid before the public originated in indignation at
the shallow and false criticisms of the periodicals of the day',
Op-Citi e Po 3.

(19) Ibid., p.4

(20) Ibidt' p-618-
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from false. Ultimately the most elevated aspects of his

pictures; emotion and thought, will be inaccessible to all but a
few comparable minds. The necessary concomitant of these

elevated qualities however is true representation of nature, and

this can be comprehended by everybody, once they have learnt to
see. In other words Ruskin was trying to establish a method of

art criticism which was at once democratising and scientific =

one with which all people could compare all pictures. This seems
far removed from the Reynolds's hierarchical cateqgories,
historical painting and low subjects, but in fact it is framed in
a Reynoldsian mould. The strict comparability of pictures only
goes for the basic, common denominator: one that is crucial and

in some sense an indicator of high qualities, but these higher
qualities lie outside the scientific system proposed. As for the

democratisation offered by the method, again it is constrained by
the limited application of the method. Also the democratistion
is only potential. The situation where all learn to see is only

hypothetical.

In a letter to the Artist and Amateur's Magazine Ruskin

considers the extent of the public who can appreciate truths in

painting, and concludes that it is extremely limited.

There are many subjects with respect to which the multitude
are cognizant of the truth, or at least of some truth; and

those subjects may be generally characterised as everythilng
which materially concerns themselves or their own interests.

The public are acquainted with the nature of their own
passions, and the point of their own calamities, -~ can laugh

at the weakness they feel, and weep at the miseries they
have experienced. (21)

(21) Ruskin, letter to Artist and Amateur's Magazine, Jan 1844,
in Library Edition, VOI-III' ptGSO-
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His conclusion is that the general public can go no further than

this. They are at present incapable of sceceing beyond their own

passions to the sublime truths of nature.

When will they learn it? Hardly, we fear, in this age of
steam and iron, luxury and selfishness. We grow more and
more artificial day by day, and see less and less worthiness

in those pleasures which bring with them no morbid
excitement, in that knowledge which affords us no

opportunity of display.
Ruskin, with his distinction between mere langquage and expressive

speech, between imitation and truth, denounces low and trashy art

in a way which bears comparison with the discussions I have

quoted from the Art Union, Blackwood's and the Athenaeum.

Corrupt popular taste is based on the physical, and not the

intellectual; on personal ‘'passions', and 'morbid excitement'’

derived from detail which is not accurate in a structural,
analytic sense, but is simply startlingly lifelike, and pleases
the spectator for that reason alone. He says:

Ideas of imitation, then, act by producing the simple

pleasure of surprise, and that not of surprise in its higher
sense and function, but of the mean and paltry surprise
which is felt in jugglery. These i1deas and pleasures are
the most contemptible which can be received from art; first,
because it is necessary to their enjoyment that the mind
should reject the impression and address of the thing

represented, and fix itself only upon the reflection that it
is not what it seems to be. All high or noble emotion or
thought is thus rendered physically impossible, while the

mind exults in what is very like a strictly sensual
pleasure. (22)

We are back at the frightening sensuality of the uneducated;

babies bobbing at cherries; sexual excitement; art as

prostitution. Moreover the whole of Modern Painters is concerned

with that middle ground where, as we have seen, art criticism's
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(22) Ruskin, Modern Painters (vol.l), Library Edition, vol.l |,
Po 102.
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terms and criteria were being renegotiated. Modern Painters is

not concerned with genre but with landscape, but in the limits 1t
sets on its sclentificity, it develops a logical paradox that
fits exactly with the problematic status of genre in the period.

It claims that spiritual content is equally important in low art
as in high art, but at the same time it denies the ability of

that system to encompass the great achievements of high art.

Ruskin therefore should not be taken out of the context of
contemporary art criticism, for all his own overt opposition to
methods of reviewers in established journals, his coining of new

terms, and elaboration of systems. Nor should his influence be

exaggerated. It is possible to overestimate his authority by

retrospectively applying to the beginning of his career comments

such as those made by Whistler on the occasion of the libel trial

of 1878. Whistler was able to state that Ruskin's disapproval

could wreck an artist's chances. In the 18408 and 18508 Ruskin's
authority had not been established to such a degree. He clearly

aspired to a position of infallibility, as a statement he made in

the early 1850s shows.

Until people are ready to receive all I say about art as
'unquestionable', just as they receive what Faraday tells

them about chemistry, I don't consider myself to have any
reputation at all worth caring about. (23)

However, as Robertson has pointed out, even by the end of the
18508 Ruskin's opinions were widely discounted. He quotes the

sculptor Thomas Woolner as saying that in 1859 he and Carlyle

agreed that Ruskin was 'an unsafe quide for women and the youths

b

(23) Ruskin to F.J.Furnivall, 9 June 1854, quoted in D.Robertson,
Sir Charles Eastlake and the Victorian Art World, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, 1978.
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of England' and that 'besides these, his trusting admirers are

few'.(24) Ruskin's Academy Notes, produced from 1855 to 1859,
should not be read as authoritative statements of a new position

in art criticism, but should be compared with the routine reviews

in the Art Journal, Athenaeum, major dailies and other

periodicals.
MR. AND MRS. DOBBS

A cartoon published in Punch in 1842 shows an artist with a
large~-scale mythological canvas, and the prospective buyers
(fig.1). The couple examining the painting are indicated as a
loud and domineering wife, with coarse and overblown features,

and a shrivelled, henpecked husband. The caricatures are

familiar from the lower-middle~class protagonists of Mrs.

Caudle's Curtain Lectures, a comic series in Punch by Douglas

Jerrold, published in book form in 1846. They have a short
unaristocratic name ‘'Dobbs'. Their string of badly behaved
children has no nurse or governess to keep them in check. They

are shown as entirely incapable of understanding the significance

of the painting, thelir concern is only with the colour. The
husband approaches the pilcture in the context of the colour
scheme of his house, the wife simply has a personal partiality
for gaudy shades. This amounts to an 1illustration of Eastlake's

distinction between the scale of historical and of humble art.

This couple is standing so close to the painting that they are

rendered physically incapable of taking in its meaning. The

point is emphasised by the way the husband short-sightedly peers

(24) Ibid-' ptBBS-
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through his spectacles, and the fact that the wife is holding a
monocle. The lower classes are represented as responding only to
simple visual stimuli, divorced from any intellectual
accompaniments. The association of these buyers with children is
interesting too, in the light of the "nursery maids and their
charges™ of the Quarterly Review where this discussion started.
The parents are shown to have no greater understanding than their
children. On the left of the picture a child excitedly waves an
umbrella, and his gesture threatens to damage the canvas. The

proximity of Mr. Dobbs to the canvas offers a parallel threat,

but it is a threat to painting in general, rather than to this
particular canvas. The artist is saddened and perplexed. His
appearance 1s not very smart, he evidently needs the custom of
these people, but he realises that he is wasting his time
painting high art pictures for them. The danger is that such
patrons will encourage artists to abandon high art and turn out

small scale canvases with no intellectual content whatever.

The Punch manoeuvre of bathos is two edged. It can be used to

make fun of Mr. and Mrs. Dobbs, with their pretensions, or it can
be used to deflate the institutions in which we see them, to
insist on the existence of classes which many of the institutions
of Victorian England chose to ignore. 1In this case there is an
element of derision directed at the hopelessly ambitious and
unrealistic young artist. But the misgsery with which we are
invited to sympathise is his. We stand back far enough to take
in the whole of the canvas, as he does. Had the frame of the

cartoon been closed in to exclude the artist, and the breadth of

the painting the effect of the joke would have been entirely
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different.

Evidently the discussion round the distinctions between genre

and historical painting hinges on questions of social class. The

emphasis of the Athenaeum article on "The Age of Tinsel', with

its talk of corruptive public patronage, and scornful appraisal

of the mere mechanism of Dutch painting, is on the changing class
nature of patronage.(25) The patrons of Dutch painting were held
to be middle-class shopkeepers, dairymen etc. The patronage in
post=1832 Britain is held to be similarly middle~class, because
the whole balance of power was thought to have changed after the
Reform Act, which enfranchised sections of the middle class with

moderate property. The Athenaeum article denies total opposition

to middle class ascendency

We may lament one effect of Middle Class domination without
pronouncing every other calamitous,

but is insistent on the all pervasiveness of the cultural effects

of that middle~class domination. In other words the article does
not take the attitude that the extension of the franchise \is

necessarily politically calamitous, but makes it clear that
culturally speaking it considers it an unmitigated disaster. The
writer holds it responsible even for failures in aristocratic or
royal patronage, by its permeating effect.

the mean and miserable taste which must prevail where eight-

roomed housekeepers and half-acre freeholders give law in
gsuch measure to the country

He does not blame artists for a failure in genius but for giving

in to the temptation which the market for pictures inevitably

holds out.

(25) Athenaeum, 1 Feb 1840, p.95-6.
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But again we say, it is neither want of genius in the
painters, nor of patronage in the public; which has brought
about this degraded condition of the Arts: it is a second

cause, the servility of that genius pandering to a false and
frivolous public taste, by whose impurity itself has beoan

tainted; as a prime cause, the indiscriminate, little

minded, retail character of that patronage, that Middle
Class patronage, expending hundreds of thousands upon

prettinesses and pettinesses.

The guarterlz Review article on the Manchester Exhibition talked

of artists ‘'prostituting' their talents. Here the word 1is not

'prostitute! but 'pander' which also has a sexual reference,
carried over into the word ‘taint'. The |Athenaeum| uses this
image of prostitution in 1840 when it complains that the
colouring of English painting is too bright.
sesthat harsh, garish, overloaded, style of colour,
perpetually enhanced in successive exhibitions, which glives

to our English school its strumpet character, and vitiates
the public eye till it disrelishes the pure as insipid, the

chaste as frigid, the natural as feeble. (26)
The garish colouring of pictures is being compared to the gaudy
clothing and make=up of prostitutes. Even taking into account
the prevalence of sexual reference in language and metaphor
generally, this collection of images is striking. The threat of

lower classes entering the art market is seen as sexual. The

type of art they are thought to demand is art for the eye along,
requiring a sensory response which gets translated into or

assoclated with sexual response. The sexual metaphors tle in

with images of pollution and disease.

The publications in which these articles appeared were,
without exception, vehicles of bourgeois opinion, aimed at a

predominantly middle-class urban readership. It is paradoxical

(26) Athenaeum, 8 Feb 1840, p.112.
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that these publications express such scornful opinions of the
cultural capabilities of the middle class. It would, at first
sight, seem to contradict the commonly repeated ideological
construct which cast the middle class in the role of repository
of moral and intellectual integrity, and bearer of a grave
responsibility to influence the classes above and below themn.

The aristocracy, in this construct, were represented as brutal

and dissolute, wilfully bent on extravagance and pleasure. The
working class were represented as bestial in another way:t

improvident and addicted to low pleasures of drink and sexual

indulgence, because they had not been given the education or
moral instruction to resist these impulses. But the paradox 1s

partially resolved if the critical commentary we have been
investigating is related to the anxieties attached to that
assumption of responsibility. There has been much debate as to
whether the English bourgeoisie were ideologically incorporated
into the aristocracy, as they moved into a position of economic
power in the nineteenth century. Perry Anderson's notion that
the English middle class fell into the arms of aristocracy, and
abdicated political and ideological control, can be criticlsed
for underestimating the extent to which aristocratic institutions
and groupings were used by the bourgeoisie for new and class-
specific purposes.(27) It is useful to refer to Gramscli's

analysis of a social formation where a newly dominant class makes

use of residual institutions (such as the priesthood) to bulwark

(27) Perry Anderson, 'The origins of the present crisis' (1962),
in P.Anderson and R.Blackburn, eds., Towards Socialism, Cornell
University Press, Ithica and New York, 1965, pp.11=-52.
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its own hegemonic position.(28)

The model for bourgeois behaviour and achievement was

undoubtedly aristocratic, and so, to some extent, as a class, the
bourgeoisie obscured its own cultural identity. Aristocratic

modes of etiquette were adopted, accompanied by a striving for

gentility, albeit within a revised, modern notion of what

constituted a gentleman or lady.(29) Social position was
calculated using a complex equation in which level of income,
source of income, family pedigree and standard of education were

just some of the variables. The rhetoric of the Athenaeum

reflects an attempt to define and locate the ruling class in

terms of the aristocracy of the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries. A function of this mode of self~definition was
anxiety about any sections of the middle class that refused or

falled to adopt these self-imposed patterns of behaviour. There
was an attempt to draw a definite line between the genteel upper-
middle class and the vulgar lower-middle class; and the
impossibility of establishing any fixed point of separation made
anxiety about social distinctions endemic. At the same time that
the bourgeoisie assumed the responsibility for guiding the minds
and souls of the nation it was plagued by doubts as to its own

moral and intellectual standing. If the middle class included
such figqures as Mr. and Mrs. Dobbs then it was unfit for its

task.

(28) see R.Gray, 'Bourgeois hegemony in Victorian Britain', in

Bennett et. al., eds., Culture Ideologz and Social Process,
Batsford/Open University, London, 1981, pp.235-60.

(29) A novel such as D.Mulock's John Halifax Gentleman, 1is
clearly one site of this process of redefinition, with its
argument that gentility consisted in character rather than birth.



-30= Chapter One
The political affirmation of a new ruling class was based upon

simultaneous acts of incorporation and exclusion. Arrivisto
elements from increasingly diverse social, religious and economic
positions had to be incorporated into polite society, and yet the

identity of that society had to be established , and its
credentials protected, by a rigorous exclusion of fringe

elements. Culture played a key role in this dual process, and

the formulation of the stereotype of the tasteless, narrow=-
minded, lower-middle-class consumer was instrumental in imposing

acceptable behaviour on a new middle-class public. Terry

Eagleton has suggested that Victorian literary criticism
represented an attempt to reconstitute the consensus of the

eighteenth century public sphere.(30) Victorian art criticism can
be vieved in the same way, as a means of instructing the middle
class in visual literacy, in order to draft diverse elements into

a unitary class position.

This chapter has drawn a parallel between the anxiety in mid-
nineteenth century art criticism as to the status of genre
painting, and a more generalised anxiety concerning the social
status and cultural identity of the middle class. Critical

commentary assumed a connection between the sensibilities and

degree of refinement of the art consuming public and the level at
which genre paintings were pitched. The contested standing of
genre made it the focus for much anxious debate. Worries about
the composition of the middle class were displaced onto the realm

of art, and, since the indeterminate status of genre matched the

(30) T.Eagleton, The Function of Criticism: From the Spectator

to Post~Structuralism, Verso, London, 1984, pp.48-9,



-31=- Chapter One
indeterminate status of the middle class, genre painting provoked

extremes of praise and criticism. Throughout the 18408 and 1850s

‘low' subjects that appeared in the annual London exhibitions
were denounced as disgraceful, while there was great praise for
genre plctures that moved above the base level of genre to
encompass variety of emotion and expression and some dramatic

interest: The annual exhibition of the pictures chosen by the

prize~-winners of the London Art Union was a particularly
sensitive index because there, it was felt, popular taste was
displayed. A guide book to the 1843 exhibition stated
unequivocally that 'from the Art Union Prizes we learn what 1is
the taste of persons in the middle class of society'.(31) The art
unions worked as lotteries. For a one guinea subscription to the
London Art Union an individual received a copy of an engraving,
and a chance to win a prize from £10 to £200, the prize money to

be spent on the purchase of a painting from one of the London

exhibitions.

There was a widespread fear that the operation of the art
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