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‘[Atrocities] prove…that colonial activity, colonial enterprise, colonial conquest, which is based on contempt for the native and justified by that contempt, inevitably tends to change him who undertakes it; that the colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience gets into the habit of seeing the other man as an animal, accustoms himself to treating him like an animal, and tends objectively to transform himself into an animal. It is this result, this boomerang effect of colonization, that I wanted to point out.’

Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism
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Introduction

What makes a museum? If you imagine one, in your mind’s eye, what does it look like? Who built it, and how? Stone, glass, brick, metal? Steps, columns? And what are you looking at inside? If it’s art, how is it arranged? Or is it a museum of things, archaeology or natural history, a science museum, in a converted private home or a purpose-built treasure box? What does the museum feel like? Is it welcoming and warm, or hostile and cold? Are the staff around you educators, or security guards? Do the other people in this space look like you?

Museums are more than just physical places designed to house collections. Their purpose is to shape identity and memory. They do not and cannot represent complete stories, but the distilled narratives they propose often contain the most treasured and the most contested facets of identity, national or otherwise.

A museum is a place we can go to find and tell stories about ourselves and others. It is not the only home for knowledge, but it is one that often holds a national curriculum of identity, preferring the dominant and mainstream narratives. None of these stories is in the museum by accident. Someone has chosen every object on display, categorized it, and placed it on a plinth or behind glass. Someone wrote the labels. Maybe you were involved in one or more of these processes, maybe you weren’t. Perhaps you feel you already spend enough time thinking critically about every other thing in the world, and for you a museum should be a place you can go to just wander around and look at beautiful things. But you still have to remember that, however invisible they may be, there is someone directing you around that space, shaping your interpretation, and choosing what you may look at and how.

I am writing this book because since June 2017, a few times a week, I have taken a group of people around a gallery, on unofficial, unauthorized Uncomfortable Art Tours, and we have discussed the things that live there – how they got there, and how they have been used to tell stories over time. I started my tours from a place of frustration. I had just spent three years on an art history degree that overwhelmingly ignored the colonial and imperial history that created the museums and galleries we were studying, and where the only module that considered the art of the British Empire was optional. I volunteered as a tour guide with school groups and saw the holes in the British history curriculum. Kids would have studied the Tudors and Victorians – eras that bracket Britain’s trade in enslaved people – but never touched the time in between, with its intense and violent periods of invasion and war, and the creation and rise of Britain’s empire. I was tired of seeing people – overwhelmingly people like me, my privileged White colleagues studying art and working in museums – who had never learned these histories, and could not recognize how they had inherited and unconsciously perpetuated the inequalities created by colonialism. I am hyperaware of my own position as a product of empire: a White person whose family took part in the invasion and colonization of Australia, displacing the Indigenous nations who were already there. I do not believe guilt is inherited, but responsibility is, and there is nobody alive today whose existence has not been shaped by colonialist, racist forces. That is a legacy we all live with, and we should all deal with the consequences. If you have benefitted, then soaking yourself in remorse and guilt does not help anyone. What you can do, though, is ask constantly how you have felt those benefits. At whose expense were they gained? I grew tired of these histories being treated like something that only happened elsewhere, as if the British Empire and its atrocities had nothing to do with modernday Britain. British museums are filled with objects from those former colonies, with paintings paid for with that wealth, with representations of imperial power. It is everywhere, when you look for it.

When I started the tours, I knew how hard it was to get privileged people to think about their dark inheritances, even when they were face to face with the legacies of imperial violence. It is hard to hear that the things you have been taught and have taken for granted about your national history are not necessarily true. But I have received a huge response: there is a real, urgent appetite for these stories – and an interest in learning how to deconstruct a museum’s narrative – that I did not expect.

I am not the first person to have the idea of doing alternative history tours, and I did not invent anti-colonial museum interventions; I owe a huge debt to activists and educators who have been leading ‘alternative’ tours for decades, concentrating on histories of race, gender, sexuality, disability, or any of the lives that exist outside of the narrowly defined ‘normal’. But it feels as if we are in a moment, now, that might be a turning point. There is a more public conversation around repatriation and restitution that has been building up for a while, and it seems as if it is part of a bigger, international anxiety around national identity and nationalism. The questions are finally being asked: who has the right to hold objects, and to tell their stories?

I do not have a definitive answer for that, but I am trying to work through the questions. The Uncomfortable Art Tours are about making colonial history visible, showing how museums work now, and demonstrating the ways in which the beliefs of their founders and collectors continue to have a resonance today. These are spaces that are still shaped by the politics and aesthetics of the past, for better or worse. It’s not just about the objects or images that have ended up in the museum’s collection, but the way they are displayed, too: how curators describe things, how they create narratives by comparing or contrasting pieces. This book is an introduction to being a critical museum visitor: someone who feels confident going into a gallery and seeing behind the curtain to the underlying narrative of the museum.

The way we look at things is never objective: it is shaped by who we are, the experiences we bring with us, the ways we have been taught to see the world. No two people look at art in exactly the same way. This is not to discredit museum workers, or to dismiss their expertise, but it is a reminder that there is more than one kind of expert. A museum worker is qualified by their training, an artist is qualified by their practice, and someone from the same cultural background as the person that created an object has another kind of understanding. Scholarship has value, but it is not the only way to know things.

The idea of a rational, objective way of seeing art is an invention of the 15th century. In 1435, Leon Battista Alberti told a charming story about the architect Filippo Brunelleschi, who created an image of the Florence Baptistry so perfect that it was mistaken for the real thing. Brunelleschi gathered a crowd outside the Baptistry, and presented a bystander with a board to be held in one hand and a mirror in the other. Standing on a precise spot, looking through a small hole in the board towards the mirror that he was holding in front of him a precise distance away, the man was convinced he could see the Baptistry. In fact, he was looking at a reflection of Brunelleschi’s picture of the Baptistry, painted on the board’s reverse side. Brunelleschi had ‘discovered’ how to depict objects and buildings in proportion to each other, so that they appeared to shrink and recede into the distance, just as they do in the real world. This was the invention of fixed-point perspective.

Brunelleschi’s revelatory painting no longer exists, so this origin story relies on Alberti’s version (never mind that Alberti wasn’t there, since he was exiled from Florence at the time). It was a key turning point in European art history: the single moment when vision and knowledge were perfected, made flawless and ordered; the discovery of a system of rules that ushered in the Renaissance and all its glories. Brunelleschi’s was a moment of genius that changed the world.

At least, that’s how I remember my high-school art teacher describing it. This system of perspective will be familiar to anyone who has ever sat in a school art room dutifully drawing grids. But this way of telling the story misses an important point that is generally accepted in modern art history: there is no one ‘better’ way of seeing or representing. The compulsion to represent a mathematically ‘perfect’ world, with ‘correct’ perspective and proportion, is not always the purpose of making. Brunelleschi’s method reflected the very specific goal of creating a visual trick, which worked only if one single person stood at one single point, and looked with one single eye. Anybody can make a picture, and choose to use or not use fixed-point perspective; they can opt instead for any of the technologies of representation used by picture-makers in different times or places: using scale to denote power, flattening landscapes to focus on the foreground, depicting a single object from multiple angles. But representations tend to be culturally specific. For Brunelleschi and his contemporaries, illusions of perspective and depth were a key consideration, just as at other moments representing textures, light or movement became the priority. Things do not have to be scientifically perfect to communicate. It is possible to recognize a face, or a building, in a few sketched lines. So it is important to understand that the dominance of perspectival study in 15th-century Italy, and the popularity of images with complex backgrounds that showed off the painter’s skills, was a stylistic choice rather than some kind of inevitable progression towards a universally brilliant form of art. There is no essential quality of good art, or good making, that transcends cultural borders. We tend to like what we recognize, and what we are taught to like.

So much of the art and art history of the cultural West is tied back to the supposed perfection of the art of the Italian Renaissance. This is the era that is meant to have restored the realism to art, with its concern for perspective, scale and overall vision-imitating accuracy. This is supposed to be the cultural shift that preceded an age of discovery, a golden era of exploration, rising wealth, growing technology. But anyone who calls themselves an explorer is an invader to someone else – someone is always paying for the gilding and relentless progressing. And when a specific cultural moment is given this much prominence, and turned into a cradle of civilization, it is always at the expense of other regions, histories, communities.

This is where museums come in. The ‘discovery’ of perspective, the dominance of a single fixed point of sight held by an individual, coincided with a greater cultural moment focused on rationalizing and controlling the world. The history of perspective, and the ways people seek to control it, is part of the bigger political shift that celebrated individualism, and an approach to the world that defended its own apparent rational objectivity – this assumption that ‘if I can see something, I can understand it, and therefore control it’, with the parallel assumption that you can completely know something based only on its outward appearance. It works to compose and constrict the viewer’s vision, imposing rules that only work in extremely specific circumstances. We leave things out, or twist them for the sake of the narrative, for the sake of a ‘correct’ image. I am not trying to blame the Renaissance for neoliberalism – but I want you to be conscious of the way you have been taught to look at images. Even if you never formally learned visual analysis, it is something you have absorbed from the world at large, through looking at art and film, TV shows, adverts, Instagram, whatever. Your personal taste is valuable, but it is also culturally produced: it will always be informed by the things you see around you, what’s familiar, what your peers like. It is affected by histories of art, design, society, and it is sculpted by the institutions – museums – that narrate that history.

Humans are hoarders. We accumulate objects through our lives, and we arrange them around us. Illuminated manuscripts, stamps, tea towels, postcards, ‘Old Master’ paintings, cool rocks, 14th-century swords, matchboxes. We use our things to interact with the world, and they have meanings beyond their material limits and functions. We project our desires and beliefs onto these pieces, and make them fit or support our views. Humans like order, though one person’s order is another person’s chaos. Perhaps you display your collections, or maybe you hide them in a cupboard. However they are arranged, two or more objects create a story, shaping a narrative through juxtaposition and comparison. The person doing the arranging is writing a narrative, whether that is happening in a bedroom or a museum. A museum is just that desire backed by power, taken to the extreme of ego – it takes truly unshakeable confidence to believe that your stuff is significant enough to give ‘to the nation’, and to persuade the powers that be that your offer should be accepted.

Fundamentally, the process of curation is one of organizing what is already there, choosing how to understand and present the assortment of stuff in a space. Curators may also have responsibilities involving caring for and preserving the collection, but in most museums nowadays that is a role carried out by conservators. (If you meet a curator, ask them about what they do, then wait for them to explain that their job title comes from curare, a Latin verb meaning ‘to arrange’ or ‘to care for’, and how actually their role is about nurturing or healing collections, not just displaying them – it happens nearly every time.) These are all roles that are increasingly exclusive. While there have been shifts to offer more trainee opportunities, students who want to work in museums, for example, are still expected to show commitment with volunteering, and to be able to undertake absurdly expensive (and usually theoretical rather than practical) postgraduate degrees for entry-level jobs, if they are paid at all. It is still a financially exclusive industry, and senior roles often reflect that, skewing White and privileged.1

All art is political. Everything in a museum is political, because it is shaped by the politics of the world that made it. If you can’t see the views and agendas coming through, that doesn’t mean they aren’t there: it might just mean that they are close enough to your own for you to take them for granted. Right now, however, it feels as if museums are increasingly at risk of losing their relevance to contemporary society and politics in their pursuit of ‘neutrality’ (where neutrality really just means the status quo). We are living through times of intense turbulence and transformation, but it is hard to see many museums really reflecting this. Art has always been the tool of the powerful, and also the weapon of the dispossessed: official imagery controls narratives of identity and defines what is ‘right’, but these representations can be creatively subverted and destroyed. You have to know the rules of the space to sabotage it. If you don’t – cuts in funding for arts education, for example, stifle these possibilities – then generations no longer have a place to start from, narratives go unquestioned, and nostalgia triumphs.

This book is divided into four sections, with each section describing a different type of collection or gallery and the objects you might find in it. I have chosen to discuss specific, real pieces to ground some bigger discussions about history and identity; these ways of looking and asking questions, and the ideas and ideologies behind them, can be applied far more broadly. Each object may be unique, but it is of a type, and it has been chosen for its typicality as well as its uniqueness: this is something museums do, too, celebrating objects individually but making clear that they are also valued for what they represent more broadly. My focus is on museums and collections in the cultural West, since museums are European, Enlightenment inventions (more on that later), and you will see an overrepresentation of the British Empire and its former colonies, which reflects a personal bias, since these are the histories and collections with which I am most familiar.

An open distinction between ‘artist’ and ‘artisan’ will be avoided, since these terms suggest implicit hierarchies and differing levels of brilliance, whereby an artist makes highly valued objects of aesthetic pleasure, but a craftsman makes functional things with a purpose (or, crucially, things that don’t look like art to European eyes). We are frequently faced with other forms of distinction, too. Who is the artist that immediately comes to mind if I ask you to name one? Ask yourself: how often do you hear someone described as a ‘male artist’, or specifically labelled as straight, cisgender, White? And how much more likely are you to hear someone called a queer artist, or a woman artist, or an artist of colour? Linda Nochlin’s famous essay ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ unpicks the way that historically, in the cultural West, access to the classrooms, studios and galleries that allowed an artist to be counted as ‘genius’ was restricted to a handful of individuals: overwhelmingly White, male and backed by bourgeois families2. That essay was written in 1971, and some things have changed, but it’s still a good testament to how difficult it is to summon an entire new canon of artists when everything until that point has been set up to prevent their success. The hoop-jumping required for an artist to be institutionally celebrated so effectively excludes swathes of people that the lack of diversity begins to appear naturally occurring.

As an engaged museum visitor, your task is to remember that a museum is a box of things, put there by a collector or a group of collectors, and presented as complete – so ask yourself, what’s missing? Whose eyes are we viewing the story through? How has this history been massaged and clipped into a narrative? Is it the same old Great White Males, at it again? Don’t fall into the complacency of believing that, if it’s worthy, it is in the museum – and conversely, if it’s not in the museum, it’s irrelevant.

Museums coerce our emotional and intellectual responses to the things they display – that’s not necessarily sinister, but it’s something to be conscious of, as these selective narratives can very easily start to look like definitive histories, or binaries of right and wrong. We learn to follow the logic of the space, move from cabinet to cabinet, believe the labels, behave ourselves, be civil, but not to recognize any ugliness and cruelty in the getting of these collections. We view images with singlepoint perspective, and we trust them, because we are familiar with the trick they are pulling. We know the conceit, and we choose not to see it. Ultimately, it’s some lines on paper, but we have been taught to recognize them as dimensional, correct and of value. What happens if we learn to view museums in the same way? We can understand them as spaces built with ideologies, and begin to read the text of their inclusion and exclusion. There is always more than one way of looking.


Part I

The Palace

We are going to start with the shiniest, flashiest kind of gallery. I am calling this gallery a ‘Palace’ because that is where the idea of the museum begins, in royal residences and aristocratic homes.1 Not every object in this section will have a royal association – in fact, most of them do not – but I am using ‘Palace’ as shorthand for a collection that used to be private and accessible only to an invited elite. These collections originated in spaces where people lived, and that have evolved over time into spectacular art experiences. Sometimes the collections have later been absorbed into a bigger institution, but they are often preserved in their original setting or layout, and retain some separation by being associated with their collectors. These Palaces are the forebears of all other museums: the homes of the earliest art collectors, the exclusive venues where they met and influenced each other. They started out as repositories for ‘princely collections’ – objects displayed to enhance the image of the owner – and continue today to act as ceremonial spaces for the performance of authority.2

Everyone collects things. We all accumulate stuff throughout our lives, a clutter of material we love and care about. It is normal and inevitable to want to decorate the spaces we live in with as much of ourselves as we can. We make idiosyncratic choices to express our taste, and these both influence and are influenced by those around us. Museums work on the same principle, especially these early Palace types: they are embodiments of one person’s or a close community’s interests and desires given free rein. In the same way that someone might assemble the markers of their identity in their own home, these Palace museums are created when powerful people have the space and appetite to do the same thing, with all the spectacle and scale that their resources allow.

The archetypal Palace museum is the Louvre, in Paris. Originally a medieval castle, demolished in the 16th century to make way for an actual royal palace, the Louvre housed the French monarchy from the 14th century until the court moved to Versailles in the 1680s, and it is still home to a vast collection of paintings, sculpture and decorative art. From the 1690s onward, part of the Louvre housed the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture, the royal school of art, which gave students the chance to learn by studying the collection. This was a partial transformation into a private art gallery – still difficult to access, but now with a constant flow of artists and approved guests. During the French Revolution, the Palace and its contents were seized, the collection was opened to the public for the first time, and it has stayed one of the most significant art museums to this day.

The Louvre was one of the first Palaces to make the leap from private palace to public museum, but it is not unique. The Prado in Madrid, the Hermitage in St Petersburg, the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence: so many museums started with a private collection being opened to the public, and we will see examples of the ways in which a collector’s personal choices have influenced the experience of looking at and engaging with art and objects on a much larger scale. What unites all these collections is that, unlike later galleries that were specifically created to educate the general public (see Part II: The Classroom), they were not designed with a broad audience in mind. These are all spaces we might take for granted today – assuming they have been consciously assembled, even treating them as complete entities without thinking about how individuals and their intentions have shaped them over time. That is the trick of these museums: their collections are presented almost as if they are naturally occurring, as if they have just been pulled out of nowhere as totally neutral spaces. It is hard to get a sense from Palaces of the dirt beneath the surface, where the money and power came from, and how these objects came to be chosen over others.

The Palace in its true form is a Gesamtkunstwerk: a total artwork, a space that synthesizes architecture, display, design and object into a complete aesthetic narrative. Many of the objects we will see in this section have been reimagined and transformed over time as trends have changed, but when they were held in their original Palace collections they were part of a much bigger visual story, in which each element contributed to the whole. Visiting a Palace, even more than any other type of museum, is an immersive experience, where the setting is as much a part of the spectacle as its contents. It is not unusual to see Palaces actually designed around a specific piece, where every detail of a room is chosen to complement the collection.

The Louvre still bears the hallmarks of a Palace museum. Its collections are governed by the tastes of historical individuals – an assortment of objects assembled during different regimes according to the whims of whoever held power, reflecting layers of ideology and aesthetic preference. Like any royal or imperial collection, it is somewhat jumbled, held together by dynasty rather than any overarching theme. Private collections are idiosyncratic, arranged to suit the eye and desires of one person rather than to communicate a story to a broader audience. They are defined by intimate spaces, often domestic, which create a close engagement with the objects they contain, and they often present pieces in juxtaposition. Now, when these private collections are opened to new audiences, the objects might be added to a larger institution and redisplayed to form a more obvious narrative. Though some small Palace-type museums are opened for financial reasons – think of the country estates left ‘to the nation’ for tax reasons – we are going to focus on spaces that were opened up out of the original collector’s desire to create their monument to themselves, and to display their taste so that it might inspire others.

Palaces are found wherever there are people with enough money, time and space. Some of the oldest examples – the Galleria Borghese and Palazzo Farnese in Rome, or the Palazzo Pitti in Florence – were built by people who had royal or papal connections, and these are defined by architecture that is just as much part of the display as the objects inside. Later, individuals such as Sir John Soane and Sir Richard Wallace in England, or Henry Frick and Isabella Stewart Gardner in the USA, created their own Palaces, on a smaller scale and to reflect their status as tastemakers and connoisseurs rather than the inheritors of a dynastic assemblage. The Soane, Wallace, Frick and Gardner museums are all designed in the image of their namesake, heavily invested in those individuals as remarkable and distinctive – and they were – but just as often such collections are filled with unremarkable objects that simply show whatever was most sought-after at the time. Palace museums tend to share a lot of features because their owners often moved in the same circles, influencing and hosting one another, and most importantly patronizing the same artists and allowing them to access their collections, thus further extending the owners’ impact on taste and trends.

Palaces have not gone away in modern times; there are still dozens of contemporary private art collections that function on the same principles as a Palace. Peggy Guggenheim let curious visitors into her Venetian villa in the 1950s, and although it has been transformed and made more traditionally museum-like since her death (furniture and personal items have been removed, and wall labels added), many of the pieces are still shown just as she displayed them. Likewise, the Getty Villa opened in Malibu in 1974 to display some of the Getty family’s collection. Built as an imagined reconstruction of the Villa dei Papiri, a Roman villa near Pompeii buried by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, the site is a manifestation of J Paul Getty’s fascination with classical sculpture and archaeology. The building is part of the spectacle, and though the site was specifically built as a museum it is adjacent to the Getty family ranch, and fits the model of Palaces as private aesthetic sandboxes for the wealthy. Similarly, when David Roche died in 2013, his Adelaide house became a museum; part of the site has been remodelled into an art gallery, but his living spaces are open and untouched. The David Roche Foundation presents a rare, intimate view of its creator: it is possible to see his kitchen and bathrooms, there is a strong sense of stumbling into somebody’s home, and several of the Foundation’s staff actually knew Roche as a friend, and helped him acquire his eclectic and highly individual collection.

For now, though, I want to focus on the Palace museum’s early years, to examine these types of spaces as a prototype for the collections that will follow. Though the objects featured in this section are not all obviously linked to colonial history, the collectors represented here are figures whose influence is still felt heavily in museums today, and it is their tastes and desires that shaped the institutions we still live with. The first museums are essentially trophy cabinets, rooms of prized things, and this basic principle is still everywhere. Museums ‘save’ things: we describe the items we value as ‘worthy of a museum’ or as ‘works of art’. Even when we react against this in some subversive displays that we will see later, such a response is still treated as standard. Museums bestow cultural value, they are spaces that create narratives by presenting objects in relation to each other, and in the Palace we can learn to see that process. Most of the time, these museums were originally created for an in-group, a tight audience that was politically and socially aligned with the collector. All collecting is subjective. What we are going to do is unravel the stories of the objects these collectors chose, and the nets of power that enabled their acquisitions.

The objects and collectors we are going to meet here are varied and strange. They tell stories of Palaces as places of power, authority, the celebration of an individual – with all the quirks and anachronistic, idiosyncratic, curious display that brings. These are stories about a diplomat’s wife pretending to be a Greek vase, an architect who built his home around a tomb, diamond-smuggling merchants, colonial propaganda that ends up decorating government offices, and a medieval reliquary and its forged twin. Question why these are collections that have survived and shaped museums. At what cost are we commemorating this narrow group of men, and what are the implications of enshrining the objects they loved? That’s why I’m starting with these stories: you have to know your history to understand how to challenge its legacy.


1. Vases & Attitudes

In March 1772, the British Museum made its first major purchase of antiquities.

It was quite a haul, costing £8,410 (equivalent to over £1 million today), and included ‘730 vases; 175 terracottas; about 300 specimens of ancient glass; 627 bronzes; more than 200 specimens of sacrificial, domestic, and architectonic instruments and implements; 14 bas-reliefs, busts, masks, and inscribed tablets; about 150 miscellaneous pieces of ancient ivory; 149 gems; 143 personal ornaments in gold; 152 fibulae; and more than 6000 coins and medals.’1

It came from the private collection of Sir William Hamilton, British Envoy to the Kingdom of Naples. Hamilton had wide-ranging enthusiasms, and was obsessed with everything from Greek antiquities to volcanoes, acquiring paintings and furniture, and excavating tombs (sometimes in disguise), all while maintaining his status as a diplomat and as an influential host to visitors including writers, assorted nobility, and (importantly for Hamilton) artists. He spent 36 years in Naples, from 1764 to 1800, and sank thousands of pounds into his hobby, buying existing collections and funding his own excavations. Within a year of his arrival he was making plans to publish a catalogue of his collection, and his house had been transformed into a kind of high-powered marketplace for antiques. His 1772 sale to the British Museum represented a significant portion of his collection, though nowhere near all of it. Hamilton is a good place to start when talking about the Palace museum type because of the way in which he performed his role as a tastemaker, balancing the private and public elements of his collection. Hamilton made his home into a Palace, and opened it to invited guests, with the intention of defining a new, neoclassical aesthetic at home in England, and he is an important prototype for some of the collectors we will see later. Here, we are looking not at one specific object, but at the representation of Hamilton’s collection more broadly.

The collecting process always involves an element of appropriation: that is to say, the act of taking an object out of its context and placing it into a new one. When objects move and take on new meanings, there is usually a driving design or desire behind it – a collector’s affinity or lust. The object might be used as a focus for study, or aesthetic appreciation, or the collector’s wish to link themselves to the object’s history. In Hamilton’s case, his collecting combined all of these, but was strongly influenced by a kind of nostalgia that emphasized his supposedly unique understanding of and connection to a mythical Greek past.

The era in which Hamilton was collecting was hugely influenced by the writing of Johann Joachim Winckelmann, an art historian and scholar of Greek classical sculpture. In 1755, Winckelmann published Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture), translated into English by the painter Henry Fuseli in 1767 – though by then most powerful and wealthy collectors were already familiar with his ideas. Although he was working primarily with Roman copies of Greek sculptures, since they were the bulk of what had been excavated at the time, Winckelmann advocated for artists to study these collections, so they could use them as aesthetic references. The consequence was that they reinforced the status of ancient Greek art as the pinnacle of beauty, perpetuating its value through imitation. Winchelmann believed that the beauty and apparent purity of these sculptures reflected an ideal moral character, and that they were the mark of a perfect society, one that his contemporaries could recreate by replication.2

Sir William Hamilton was collecting in this moment, as part of a social world obsessed with re-enacting classical architecture and art, and he was heavily influenced by Winckelmann. They met in the late 1760s, when Winckelmann acted as tour guide to Hamilton and some friends in Rome, and they corresponded extensively about Hamilton’s vases.3 For an individual to possess an object that might provide a model for contemporary artists, and assist with advancing society towards the Greek ideal, was a guarantee of status and legacy: it is important to keep this in mind as a motivation to accumulate vases, beyond just the chance of financial reward. Collecting was a pretty thankless task at this time – there wasn’t yet a consistent acquisition policy for the British Museum (where Hamilton intended most of his collection to go), and he ended up sending many pieces as ‘gifts’. Unless they could find another, wealthier, individual willing to pay, a collector might well end up in debt and unable to sell their pieces to a museum, especially if that museum hoped to end up getting the collection as a bequest instead.

When Hamilton arrived in Naples in 1764, dropping a half-hearted career as a politician to take up the ambassadorial post, he immediately began buying vases and other antiques. The move to Italy was largely for the sake of his first wife, Catherine, who had a chronic lung condition and suffered from consistently poor health. Ambassadorial roles tended to cost more than they paid, and between the expense of his collecting and of being in Naples, Hamilton was not very financially secure, so selling antiquities could help recoup some of his outgoings. The export of antiquities from Naples had been banned in 1755, largely to benefit King Ferdinand IV’s own collections by ensuring he had the pick of all finds, but Hamilton still requested permission to send some coins he had collected in 1765 for sale in England.4 He was denied permission, but he did it anyway, in a pretty significant breach of diplomacy (though, since he was the British ambassador, Hamilton’s presence in Naples was too important to challenge, something he used to his advantage). After this first token gesture towards protocol, it seems Hamilton stopped pretending to care about the export ban and began to send items whenever he wanted, often using his nephew Charles Greville as an intermediary in London. Hamilton’s archaeological digs, his habit of making gifts to visitors, and his work acquiring sculptures, vases and jewels on commission for other enthusiasts in England, were all illegal. Hamilton developed a good relationship with Ferdinand IV by giving him antiques from some of these illicit excavations, acting with just enough deference to stay secure. He exploited his position, using his power at court to send objects out of the country, and taking advantage to establish what was essentially a monopoly on the British market for antiques from Naples.

Hamilton was not the first diplomat to use his position to collect – his predecessor in Naples was Sir James Gray, who was a founding member of the Society of Dilettanti, a private club for art enthusiasts, of which Hamilton was also a member – but he was by far the most prolific collector and dealer, a prominent figure in London, and in a unique situation to access the vases with which he was so obsessed. It is worth clarifying that, when Hamilton arrived in Naples, vases were fairly low on the list of desirable antiques, in part because they were believed to be Etruscan (central Italian) rather than Greek, and were therefore less valuable. Hamilton was instrumental in reassessing this, because he was able to compare the ones he found in Naples to drawings of fragments found in Athens, and he concluded that the majority of his vase collection had either been imported from Greece or made by Greek colonists governing southern Italy from the 8th century BCE onwards.5 This significantly increased the interest in vases coming from England – just at the time when Hamilton had a near monopoly on the export of vases from southern Italy.

There was no kind of consensus as to the appropriate treatment of antiquities at the time, or even basic protocols of excavation. Although Hamilton was usually fairly careful in providing information about where his pieces were found, he was also buying from others who were less meticulous, and in at least one case he bought a piece that he believed to have been stolen from the King of France.6 It is worth mentioning that, at the time of writing, the Italian supreme court is pushing for a bronze sculpture called the Victorious Youth to be returned by the J Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles. The bronze was made by Lysippos – one of the Greek sculptors Winckelmann adored – some time between 300 and 100 BCE and found in the 1960s, before being (allegedly) illegally exported to the USA. Considering the Getty Museum is a modern-day Palace, a private collection assembled in a formerly private home, now made available for public edification, it is interesting to consider some of the parallels between the Lysippos bronze – which was discovered by chance, was sold out of the country apparently without proper permissions, and is now a centrepiece of a major collection – and Hamilton’s vases, and whether this might mark the beginning of a broader campaign towards repatriating antiquities taken from Italy. At this point we don’t know the answer to that, and it’s certainly not a consequence that Hamilton would have ever foreseen. He was, however, concerned that Italy would be ‘plundered and ruined’ by a French army: ‘what a pity that Italy should be robbed of its finest marbles, pictures & bronzes, which you see by what had happened at Parma will certainly be the case should the French marauders advance.’7 He was referring to the occupation of Parma by Napoleonic troops in the 1790s, and their involvement in taking antiquities from Italy to the new national collection at the Louvre. Apparently, Hamilton did not have much sense of irony.

It is impossible to discuss Hamilton without also mentioning his second wife, her presence within his collection, and the ways in which she influenced fashion and art in the late 18th century. Born Amy Lyon, she was known as Emma Hart or, later, Lady Hamilton. Her career was as eclectic as her husband’s tastes: she was a model, a mistress and finally a kind of proto-performance artist.

Emma arrived in Naples in 1786, shortly after the death of Sir William’s first wife. They had met a few years earlier, when Emma had been the mistress of Hamilton’s nephew and accomplice in antiques dealing, Charles Greville. The latter was young, single and of high rank, and therefore free to have a relationship with Emma without any damage to his social standing or cultural privilege, but their attachment had to end before he could get married. Emma was significantly lower in status, but had built herself enough of a reputation as a great beauty that she was acceptable as a mistress though not a wife. She was a sex worker (she generally had one supporting partner at a time rather than several), and it is important to remember that she had taken a career path that was not illicit or stigmatized at the time. Charles provided Emma and her mother with a house, financial support and a level of security. This arrangement may seem like a straightforward transaction, but their relationship was also emotional and domestic, and she was expected to provide companionship beyond sex. But Emma was in a precarious position because Charles ultimately had all the control, social and financial, although their relationship was widely known and not particularly scandalous for the time – she had actually been the mistress of a friend of Charles when they met, and went to him when that relationship ended.

Emma was well known in England as a model and ‘face’; she was the main muse of George Romney and had been painted by most of the major artists of the day. From these pictures, it is clear she was beautiful, and fitted the aesthetic of the time, with a very symmetrical face, small straight nose, round mouth, large eyes, pale skin and waving hair that aligned with the ideal taken from classical Greek sculpture, so that when she was painted it was usually in some mythological guise. When they first met in England in 1784, William Hamilton commissioned two portraits of Emma to take back to Naples, and he seems to have become obsessed with her, so that when Charles realized he had to get rid of Emma in order to marry a rich heiress, he offered her to William. She landed in Naples in 1786; Charles had sent her with the promise of joining her for a holiday, but never arrived. She realized she was stranded, with no option but to adapt to life as part of Hamilton’s household – one of his beautiful possessions, alongside his portraits of her. She and William eventually developed a relationship out of necessity, and married in 1791. Emma was endlessly flexible in the face of adversity: within a year of being shipped off to Naples, she had accepted her new position to the extent that she began performing ‘Attitudes’ for Hamilton’s guests, dressing in an imitation of the figures on his vases and posing with props as a living manifestation of his collection.

Emma’s agency here, as a creative artist in her own right, is often erased by focusing on Hamilton as the director of these scenes. However, she was described by many as a talented performer and applauded by Hamilton’s friends, one of whom wrote that he had ‘never seen anything more fluid and graceful, more sublime and heroic’. 8 While she was treated by others as merely part of Hamilton’s collection, she was ultimately an active individual in difficult circumstances. She had her own life, including friendships and relationships, beyond being a mannequin for Hamilton.9 The artists and writers who stayed with them focused on his collection, and objectified her within that: Goethe described seeing her Attitudes in March 1787, but did not even name her and treated the whole scene as some strange sexual fantasy for Hamilton; then when Emma and William married in 1791 the writer and art collector Horace Walpole wrote to a friend that ‘Sir William has actually married his gallery of statues’.10 They were seen as an eccentric but powerful couple; and just as Hamilton published his vases he also encouraged artists to draw Emma’s Attitudes, and a volume of drawings by Friedrich Rehberg (engraved by Tommaso Piroli) was published in 1794. Emma’s poses in several of these prints are extremely close to figures from Hamilton’s vases, some of which had been published in his catalogues, and some of the dozens of portraits of her seem to be citing the same references.11 But Emma had been modelling classical figures well before her relationship with Hamilton, and she was already known as a performer. The many paintings of her by Romney give some sense of her versatility, as she posed as saints at prayer, dancing nymphs, vengeful goddesses. She was a creative force, an important figure in the translation of ancient objects into contemporary culture. William Hamilton may have been the one with the status to create the material collection, but Emma brought it to life, and gave his vases and statues a vibrancy that dramatically increased their appeal.


[image: Illustration]
fig. 1 Emma, Lady Hamilton in one of her ‘Attitudes’

A plate from Drawings Faithfully Copied from Nature at Naples by Friedrich Rehberg, engraved by Tomasso Piroli and published in 1797



William Hamilton collected with one eye on his legacy, and a strong sense that his vases should have some kind of public audience. He believed they needed to be seen and studied, either in person or from images, so that artists could learn from them and continue to develop an aesthetic that appropriated the past while moving beyond it. Though the audience was limited to a small and privileged group, he and his friends saw themselves as powerful tastemakers, who had a duty to guide the world by collecting and displaying beautiful things. Emma was part of this, and her image travelled even more broadly than his vases: her portraits were made into commercially available prints, and caricatured by cartoonists, until she was immediately recognizable and publicly known. The movement of these images across social boundaries and contexts was part of the gradual saturation of neoclassical taste in England, as people idolized Emma’s beauty and transformed her into an icon of William Hamilton’s taste. These images fit into Hamilton’s ultimate aim of contributing to a new appreciation for art and beauty in England. He is typical of the collectors we will see in this section of the book: confident in his own perception and connoisseurship, using his power and status to facilitate collecting, and invested in a narrative of a romanticized past being imitated in order to improve upon it.

Collecting is a political act and can be used to create significant cultural consequences: the illustrations in Hamilton’s catalogues of vases informed a fashionable hunger for other images of ancient Greece, and can be seen as part of the context of increasingly destructive collecting in the Mediterranean. More ambassadors and wealthy individuals took on Hamilton’s goal (we will see another ambassador next, doing something similar in Egypt), and the fear of French collectors that Hamilton expressed was not unfounded – hundreds of objects moved into private hands across Europe, often from excavations in the south and east to museums in the north. Of course, Hamilton was a major part of this, and so were the British museums and collectors of his time. Hamilton died in 1803: by then, Thomas Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin, was well under way stripping the relief sculpture off the Parthenon and the other Acropolis temples in Athens. Seeing Hamilton’s place in this narrative is crucial to understanding the way in which the so-called Elgin Marbles came to be ‘owned’ by the people of Britain. It was Hamilton’s involvement that helped to encourage a desire for the artefacts of a particular period and place, to create a role for private collectors in driving popular taste, and to shape the idea of collecting art as a national duty.


2. The Sarcophagus

In the basement of a house in London, there is a three-and-a-half-thousand-year-old sarcophagus.

It is an unusual house, and an unusual sarcophagus. The sarcophagus belonged to Pharaoh Seti I, dates to around 1370 BCE, and is carved from a single vast block of translucent alabaster.1 It is covered with engraved hieroglyphics, which narrate the journey of the Sun through the Underworld and were originally filled in with blue pigment (though misguided attempts at restoration and cleaning have completely erased this). Its lid was at some point smashed, along with the pharaoh’s canopic jars, though there are a few surviving fragments displayed alongside the chest. It would have contained at least one inner sarcophagus, probably made of gilded wood: this has been destroyed, presumably at the same time as Seti’s mummy was moved to the nearby Deir el-Bahari tomb complex, along with several other royal mummies. The house the sarcophagus sits in belonged to Sir John Soane, an eccentric architect who curated his home as a museum to be lived in. Soane bought the sarcophagus in 1824: it was the centrepiece of his collection and still sits at the heart of the museum, preserved as he left it. Before it reached the architect, though, it passed through the hands of an Italian strongman and an English diplomat. All these characters understood the sarcophagus in dramatically different ways, but all saw it as playing an important role in the creation of a national, British collection. Here, we are looking at its transformations, from tomb, to trophy, to treasure.

The strongman was Giambattista Belzoni, and the diplomat Henry Salt. Between them, they were a formidable pair of treasure-seekers and collectors. Both arrived in Egypt in 1816, Belzoni reinventing himself as an engineer after a career in the circus, Salt taking the role of consulgeneral. Salt was an artist-turned-antiquarian, who had already travelled extensively in North Africa and the Mediterranean, networking with other English diplomats, collectors and local rulers, and this served him well later, when he needed the connections that would enable him to become a consul. He had been tasked to collect antiquities for the still-fledgling British Museum, and had been given a vague promise of payment for his trouble. But he needed someone with more practical skills to do the work for him, and so he hired Belzoni, who turned out to be both incredibly resourceful and remarkably lucky when it came to excavations and finds. Salt’s main concern was competition for objects with France, since their consul had already been in Egypt for over a decade and had a much closer relationship with the ruling pasha, who was therefore more likely to grant the French permission to excavate and export any finds. Consequently, the French museums had significantly larger collections of Egyptian treasures than the British at the time of Salt’s arrival.

Collecting antiquities in the early 19th century was part and parcel of any European diplomatic presence. Lord Elgin’s ‘acquisition’ of the Parthenon sculptures was already infamous
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