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Preface

In 1910, an exhibition opened in London which introduced visitors to a new category
of Chinese ceramics: Early Chinese Pottery and Porcelain. The exhibition was pre-
sented by the Burlington Fine Arts Club and included over 480 club members’ objects,
ranging from Han pottery to Ming porcelain. The ceramics were lent by prominent
collectors and specialists, such as George Eumorfopoulos (1863-1939), R. L. Hobson
(1872-1941), and W. C. Alexander (1840-1916). A total of 3548 visitors (excluding
Club members) saw the show and among these were local potters who noted that the
exhibition introduced them to a new aesthetic.! Prior to this, exhibitions of Chinese
ceramics had tended to focus on more recent works of the later Ming and Qing periods
(sixteenth—nineteenth centuries). Here for the first time visitors could see something
entirely different: Han pottery (second century Bc—second century AD) and Song stone-
ware (eleventh—thirteenth centuries) (Figure P.1). ‘Early Chinese Pottery and Porcelain’
was not a museum exhibition, however, but rather a display that was organized by a
group of private collectors who belonged to an unusual social club in London.

HNX LV

Figure P.1 Song stoneware, plate from Burlington Fine Arts Club, [llustrated Catalogue of
an Exhibition of Early Chinese Pottery and Porcelain, London, 1911



x Preface

The Burlington Fine Arts Club was founded in 1866 as a gentlemen’s club with a
singular remit — to exhibit members’ objects in both ordinary and biannual ‘special’
exhibitions, the latter usually being accompanied by a catalogue. Both types of exhibi-
tions were proposed, organized, and furnished by members of the Club, and special
exhibitions were further open to the public by invitation. The Club was founded by
a small group of private collectors, politicians, and museum curators and its exhi-
bitionary activities made it unique both among gentlemen’s clubs in London in the
nineteenth century and exhibition spaces. Their exhibitions were entirely privately
funded and organized within their own premises in Mayfair. This was, therefore, a
significant venue for art displays in London that was not attached to a publicly-funded
institution or an artists’ society. In consequence, the exhibitions reflected the members’
personal and collective interests in art and objects at that time. Their interpretation of
these collected items also reflected the members’ and associated specialists’ views of
connoisseurship, art history and thematic display.

The Club members were not restrained in their exhibition work by the politics or
economics of an institution in the same way as one of the national museums or other
exhibition spaces, such as the Royal Academy, for example. Exhibition themes and
contributors were agreed by the Club’s executive committee and members normally
would volunteer to organize the show and write the catalogues, which began to be
produced from 1868. Perhaps because of a lack of institutional constraints, much
of their exhibition work can today be seen as innovative. Essentially, they could dis-
play what they wanted, when, and how. They also had an early interest in what is
today called ‘world art’ and within this they chose to define a wide range of objects
as ‘art’. With its frequent, curated exhibitions, featuring an unusually broad range of
members’ objects, the Club therefore played a significant yet unacknowledged role in
reflecting and shaping art history, collecting, and exhibition culture in London in its
time. The legacy of these exhibitions is still felt today as some art historical themes and
categories were first presented to (and defined for) the public by the Club - including
Persian art, Chinese ceramics, and Egyptian art. The objects included in the exhibi-
tions further gained recognition and a recognizable provenance.

In addition to the members’ wide-ranging tastes and collections, the members them-
selves were equally diverse (apart from being all men). From its founding, the Club was
joined by people across the social categories, ranging from Members of Parliament,
wealthy landowners and aristocrats, to bankers, artists, art critics, diplomats, and
museum professionals. A survey of the membership over its nearly 100-year history
reveals an interesting congregation of often prominent members of British society who
today are not known to have been associated with each other or in some cases to
have been art collectors. It also reveals collaborative work between these various indi-
viduals, for whom, in many cases, exhibitions and curatorship were not part of their
professional work or daily life. It is this remarkable mix of people and their collections
that ultimately made the Club so creative in its exhibitionary work and so fortunate in
having the best works of art readily available for study and display.

The Burlington Fine Arts Club’s (BFAC) history has yet to be told from the perspec-
tive of either a gentleman’s club or a venue for and originator of art exhibitions in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Fortunately a nearly complete archive of the Club’s
activities survives, along with its published catalogues. These enable us to formulate
a picture of a significant yet unstudied source of art historical, exhibitionary, and col-
lecting activity in London. BFAC exhibitions are consistently cited in histories of art
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historical themes and in the exhibition histories of specific art historical categories and
objects, yet the activities of the Club are only noted in passing, with reference to other
groups, exhibitions, or individuals. The collective power and impact of the Club, as a
private collectors’ exhibiting space, will be explored here for first time, therefore. This
study will also introduce a members’ club that had a different approach and broader
scope than other clubs at the same time — one which focussed on art and concentrated
on comparative exhibitions. This book therefore will enable the Club to be situated in
the wider history of art collecting and exhibitions in nineteenth- to twentieth-century
London and will demonstrate through a survey of what was exhibited that the so-
called ‘global turn’ in art history began to take place well before the mid-twentieth
century. This book will paint a picture of private collecting activities and art world
practice that is somewhat different from what the studies of individuals and institu-
tions have suggested. It is the association of the Club’s members and their desire for
display that makes it an ideal model for a comparative study of collecting and exhi-
bitionary activities, as well as the impact of these activities on art historical practice.

In order to characterize and position the activities of the Club in the history of
collecting, exhibitions, and art history in London, the structure of this book will be
thematic and organized around exhibition subject areas. These have been selected from
over 100 exhibitions to characterize major thematic categories and developments. In
each chapter the discussion will cover a progressive chronological period in the Club’s
history to show how the exhibition category in focus developed and was presented
over time. Representative objects and object categories presented in the exhibitions
will be discussed to illuminate aspects of contemporary connoisseurship and critical
responses. In conjunction with this the biographies of key individuals associated with
the exhibitions will also be explored in order to contextualize their participation as
well as their collecting activities. The approach is essentially art historiographical but
within a socio-historical framework.

This book begins with an introductory chapter which presents a general history of
the club as an institution, its activities, and some of the prominent and more active
members of the group. The social and cultural background of the members is an
important contributing factor in the Club’s ability to access and present an unusually
wide range of very high quality objects and art works. The Club’s history foregrounds
an analysis of its impact, raising some interesting questions about the supposed
boundaries between the different aspects of art collecting practice and the London art
world at that time. The main chapters which follow the introduction will examine the
mechanics, significance, and legacy of key thematic categories of art and objects and
the related exhibitions devised, mounted, and published by the Club. Within this, each
exhibition selected for discussion will be presented and analysed in detail, including
participants and objects, and will be situated in the context of the time and place in
which it was mounted. For the most part, the exhibitions were defined by the Club
in either material or cultural terms so this will be the broad categorization adopted
here, for example ‘ceramics’, ‘paintings’, ‘primitive art’, etc. From 1878, geographi-
cal and national categories also come into play and will necessitate a discussion of
this approach to object classification and its implications for the development of art
history and the related field of art historiography. Certain materials, particularly
ceramics, played a prominent part in the Club’s collecting and exhibition activities,
which seems unusual when considered against the usual narrative of art history in this
time period, but not, as we will see, that of collecting in England. A number of hitherto
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unrecognized but influential and illuminating ceramics exhibitions therefore will be
considered in a dedicated chapter (Chapter 2) that will provide a noteworthy contrast
to the chapter on paintings and prints (Chapter 1), a category of art that is normally
assumed to have been the benchmark for art collecting in the time period covered by
this book. On the surface, interest in paintings and prints seem to be what united many
of the Club’s members but in fact this subject area was only treated in about half of the
Club’s special exhibitions, as we will see.

In spite of the Club’s diverse membership and collections, there is as yet no pub-
lication which addresses both the history of the Club and its activities. Such a study
has never been written, except by the Club itself at various times, for its members,
and these internal histories are not critical studies of methodology or impact. There is
a brief history of the Club’s predecessor (the Fine Arts Club, FAC) in the Journal of
the Decorative Arts Society (Eatwell 1994) but this does not cover the later history of
the FAC or its new offshoot, the BFAC. It is also therefore not a study of the work
of the Club, its activities, impact, or legacy, discussions of which appear only in pass-
ing references to the BFAC in related studies on other subjects (e.g. Griffiths 1996;
Haskell 2000; Yallop 2011). With reference to what is identified as the main and most
influential activity of the BFAC, display, there are survey histories of art exhibitions
in general during this time period but these necessarily address the art exhibition as
a particular type of exhibiting activity (e.g. Taylor 1999; Altschuler 2008). There are
also selective, canonical histories of ‘key’ survey exhibitions in this period, such as
the Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition of 1857 (Pergam 2011) or themed displays
such as the 1931 International Exhibition of Persian Art (Wood 2000) but nothing
in the current literature discusses exhibition work through the prism of a physical
and conceptual exhibiting space, which the Club represents. Furthermore, studies of
exhibitions organized by private groups (non-institutional, non-governmental) such as
artists’ societies or galleries in this time period (e.g. Denney 2000; Helmreich 2012)
do not include the Club, even though, as this book will demonstrate, their work often
intersected. In terms of critical frameworks, Haskell’s influential art historical study
of old master pictures considered the role of an art-collecting category in exhibition
practices (Haskell 2000) and this has inspired similar studies on other categories such
as Mexican art in Britain (Locke 2002). The social-historical context of the Club
has been considered with reference to the histories of gentlemen’s clubs and clubs in
London (e.g. Lejeune 1979; Field 2009; Milne-Smith 2011) as the Club was modelled
on these and their administration but does not feature in such histories. The Club is
also considered as a locus for the intersection of various aspects of the London art
world, drawing on socio-geographical studies such as Helmreich (2012). The fact
that there was a gentlemen’s club whose main activity was exhibiting, and by exten-
sion, classifying collected art, is essentially unacknowledged in any field however. In
one exception, the BFAC was noted in the University of Glasgow research project
on ‘Exhibition Culture in London, 1878-1908" and included in its database? sug-
gesting at the very least that it merits further investigation as a contributor to this
regional display phenomenon. The BFAC was essentially a club for art collectors in
London, and the role of collectors’ clubs in general and of collectors within the wider
London art world is not itself well studied. Nonetheless, with increasing attention
being paid to the commercial aspects of collecting and the art market (e.g. Westgarth
2012; Helmreich and Fletcher 2013), the interrelationships between the various parts
of the art world are becoming more apparent.
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Thus, this book will bring the significant and influential activities of a unique
gentlemen’s club to light for the first time. It will also form the only published his-
tory of this Club, calling attention to the role of sometimes very prominent members
of British society in art world practices, which in many cases is unknown at present.
Through this, it will demonstrate the surprising way in which many of these people
were known to each other, sharing a common interest in and shaping cultural life in
London. We will also see how multiple facets of the London art world and art his-
torical practice intersected in the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries through the
lens of a single and indeed singular group of connoisseurs and experts who collected,
presented, and interpreted a wide range of objects as ‘art’.

Notes

1 See Stacey Pierson, ‘“The Sung Standard: Chinese Ceramics and British Studio Pottery in
the 20th Century’, in Stacey Pierson, ed., Song Ceramics: Art History, Archaeology and
Technology, Colloquies on Art and Archaeology in Asia, no. 20. London, December 2004,
p- 920.

2 University of Glasgow research project, ‘Exhibition Culture in London, 1878-1908’. Available
at: www.exhibitionculture.arts. gla.ac.uk/gall_exhlist.php?gid=226 (accessed 22 Dec. 2015).
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Conclusion

Burlington Fine Arts Club, 17, Savile-row, W. — Is intended to bring together ama-
teurs, collectors, and others interested in art; to afford ready means for consultation
between persons of special knowledge and experience in matters relating to the fine arts;
and to provide accommodation for showing and comparing rare works in the session
of the members and friends. To provide in the reading room periodicals, books, and
catalogues, foreign as well as English, having reference to art. To make arrangements
in the gallery and rooms of the club for the exhibition of pictures, original drawings,
engravings, and rare books, enamels ceramic wares, coins, plate, and other valuable
works. To hold, in addition to the above, once in the year or oftener, special exhibitions
which shall have for their object the elucidation of some school, master, or specific art.
Members to have the privilege of introducing friends to these special collections. To ren-
der the club a centre where occasionally conversazioni may be held of an art-character.
Members to have the power of introducing two visitors, ladies or gentlemen. To pro-
vide, in addition to the above art objects, the ordinary accommodation and advantages
of a London club. The club possesses a valuable library of books of reference on art. The
entrance fee is £5 5s., and the subscription £5 5s. The power of election is vested in the
committee, and is by ballot.

Charles Dickens (Jr.), Dickens’s Dictionary of London, 1879

History and a Description of the Club, its Activities, and Functions
The Founding of a New Members’ Club

In April 1866, a group of gentlemen got together to found a new club for art collectors.
It was modelled on their favourite gentlemen’s clubs and was designed as a counter-
point to a group founded earlier, which was perceived as having lost its direction. Most
of the founder members of the new club were members of the earlier group, which was
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called the Fine Arts Club and had been founded in 1856. The Fine Arts Club began as
the Collector’s Club and was founded by the first curator (called ‘superintendent’) for
Art Collections at the new South Kensington Museum (later the Victoria and Albert
Museum, V&A), John Charles Robinson (1824-1913), who was an instrumental fig-
ure in the Museum’s early history, helping to define its collecting and display remit.?
The Collector’s Club was based in the museum and included among its members the
V&A’s founder, Henry Cole (1808-1882), as well as Baron Marochetti (1805-1867),
a sculptor and diplomat,® and the Marchese d’Azeglio (Vittorio Emanuele Taparelli,
1816-1890), who had been the Sardinian Ambassador to London.* The formation of
the Collector’s Club was announced in the A7t Journal in 1857:

The Collector’s Club. A new society of amateurs of vertu has just been formed
under this title; consisting solely of such gentlemen as collect for their own tastes,
objects of antiquity and are not dealers therein ... Baron Marochetti gave the use
of his studio for the preliminary meeting, at which a large assemblage gathered
and Sir A. Fountaine’s antique majolica formed an important point of attraction.’

The new club stated that its purpose was: ‘to hold regular conversazione where objects
of art were to be exhibited’.¢ As its historian Ann Eatwell noted:

These exhibitions would form unparalleled opportunities for viewing private col-
lections that had rarely been seen before. The unlocking of specimens from rich
private sources and the meeting of collectors at gatherings where information
could be exchanged, comparisons drawn and expertise and knowledge of objects
gained were the real if unspecified intentions, behind the club’s formation.”

The term ‘conversazione’ was a peculiarly nineteenth-century one which in England
at that time was used to describe society gatherings or ‘soirées’ associated with the
arts and sciences.® One such event was depicted in a famous painting in the National
Portrait Gallery: “The Royal Academy Conversazione, 1891°, by G. Grenville Manton
which shows just how formal yet social such events were (Figure 1.1).

The Fine Arts Club (FAC), as the Collector’s Club was known from later in 1857
onwards, while clearly social, had two undeclared additional functions: to provide a
venue for the development of interest in and knowledge of decorative arts (none such
existed before its founding) and to support the development of the future V&A, as
Robinson needed to cultivate collectors and promote the subject areas with which
the museum was concerned.” The FAC should be seen as supporting these aims, even
though its existence (and that of its successor) inherently contradicted the public
educational aims of the new museum. Robinson, and Henry Cole, believed it was a
national duty to encourage collecting and that museums were in the service of this,
as well as education in taste.!® The fulfilment of such aims required objects and col-
lectors, so Robinson used the new club as a tool to support the museum. Through its
successor, the club became much more than that, however.

To enhance its effectiveness, the FAC expanded rapidly to include around 100
members (up to 200 in the 1860s), mostly men, as was the custom at that time, and
its programme of meetings and activities was established eatly on.'' Members were
expected to exhibit their objects for discussion where the meetings were held and
many loaned them to other exhibitions, including at the South Kensington Museum,
most notably the Loan Exhibition of 1862 which attracted over 900,000 visitors, thus



A New Gentlemen’s Club for London 5

Figure 1.1 The Royal Academy Conversazione, 1891, G. Grenville Manton, 1855-1932, Pen,
~ ink and gouache. 45 x 61.4 cm, NPG 2820

Source: © National Portrait Gallery, London.

demonstrating the vital role of the club for Robinson. Members of the Club were on
the exhibition committee and Robinson was its director and organizer.'?

He was clearly not satisfied with the club’s potential, principally because, as Eatwell
noted, the FAC ‘became a victim of its success’. Its meetings were very popular, took
place during the London season, and were increasingly attended by large numbers of
non-members, thus impeding its original stated purpose. It also had no permanent
premises so members themselves were obliged to host the large-scale, fashionable
events.!? Along with Robinson, a number of key members of the FAC became dis-
satisfied and decided to set up a new, more focussed and ‘serious’ club with premises,
using the gentlemen’s club model. In 1866, therefore, in response to the seemingly
frivolous and ineffectual nature of the FAC, a preliminary meeting was held in April
to discuss the formation of a new club, which was agreed by those who attended.'*
A provisional committee was created at this meeting and this was followed by a first
general meeting in June of 1866, at 49 Lower Grosvenor Street, London, the home of
one of the members. The provisional committee consisted of five members, one acting
as chair: J. C. Robinson, Ralph Wornum (1812-1877), the print collector Richard
Fisher (1809-1890), who was then closely associated with the Print Room of the
British Museum, and William Smith (1808-1876), who seems to have resigned shortly
afterwards.'> The chair was the Marchese d’Azeglio.!¢ At the first general meeting in
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June, a permanent committee was elected,'”” and was tasked with choosing a name
and preparing rules for the new club.® Membership was stated to be 79 at that time.

Premises were discussed at the very first preliminary meeting in April of 1866, and
the committee proposed leasing premises from a Mr Toovey who had a building at
177 Piccadilly. As the new club was to be located close to Burlington House, this loca-
tion gave its name to the club: the Burlington Fine Arts Club (BFAC, hereafter also ‘the
Club’).”” The name was officially reported at a subsequent meeting, in July 1866, and
a report was given which described Toovey’s proposed terms as:

rooms, supplies provided, refreshments, etc. Toovey to receive the amounts col-
lected for entrance fees and annual subs (collected by him too); agreement with
Toovey can be terminated if number of members falls below 100 in the 2nd year;
if members exceed 150, then Toovey will only get the annual subscriptions.2

The acceptance of these terms was presented in a proposed circular to members that
also included a description of the new Club’s terms and conditions:

The Burlington Fine Arts Club

At a general meeting of the Members of the Club held at 177 Piccadilly, on the
20th of July, 1866, the Report of the Committee appointed at the meeting of the
5th of June, 1866, was read and it was unanimously resolved, -

First, to accept Mr Toovey’s offer of his premises over the ground floor at 177
Piccadilly, and to establish the club therein.

Secondly, that the rooms shall be opened for the reception of members, if pos-
sible, on the 1st of December next, or, at the latest, on the 1st of January, 1867.

Thirdly, that the members be requested immediately to pay the entrance fee
of five guineas, and the first year’s subscription of five guineas, to the account
of the Burlington Fine Arts Club, at the London and Westminster Bank,
St. James Square.

The above payment of ten guineas to entitle to all privileges of the club up to
the 1st of January 1868.%

The objectives of the Club and the rules and regulations were defined and drafted
by the committee over the summer. In the first printed set of Rules and Regulations
(1866), it was stated that the new club ‘is formed for the purpose of bringing together
amateurs, collectors, and persons interested in the Fine Arts; and for the exhibiting
and comparing the acquisitions made from time to time by the Members’.2? This
dual purpose, social gatherings and the display of members’ collections in organized
exhibitions, a development from FAC practice, was in fact pioneering and unique, as
no other private members club was doing this, including those focussing on the arts.

The nineteenth century in London was a time when a number of private clubs,
mostly restricted to ‘gentlemen’, were opened, including the Arts Club (1863), the
Athenaeum (1834), the Garrick (1831), the Langham (1830), and the Savage (1857).
Many of these declared an association with the ‘arts’, as defined in that period, but most
also had a slightly different approach to activities than the BFAC. The Athenaeum,
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for example, was designed as a social club for leading artistic, literary and scientific
men, and for patrons of the arts and sciences.?® Its main activity was passive — to provide
services for its members: a London address or premises, a library, dining rooms, smoking
and drinking rooms, meeting rooms, etc.?* Like the other clubs, the ‘arts’ in the
Athenaeum’s objectives were also mainly related to a description of members’ interests
or professions as artists or patrons, for example, rather than the ‘fine arts’ which were
collected and subject to connoisseurship.?

The Burlington Fine Arts Club, in contrast, had the display and discussion of art-
works as an active main focus, with services provided as a secondary but essential
daily function. Thus, it was, essentially, a gentlemen’s club for art collectors and it is
collecting that was the driving force behind both its founding and its activity focus.

Location and Permanent Premises

The presentation of exhibitions and displays at the Club, as well as essential services,
was facilitated by the acquisition of permanent premises in 1870 at 17 Savile Row.?¢
This location would situate the Club in the centre of the London art world at that time.
As Pamela Fletcher and Anne Helmreich have noted with reference to the mapping of
the nineteenth-century London art market, the West End, as that part of London is
known, was home to the Royal Academy and other exhibition societies such as the
Royal Society of Painters in Watercolours and commercial galleries such as Colnaghi.?”
In addition, numerous antique dealers were located here, as well as the auction houses
such as Christie’s, an important source for many of the items collected and displayed
by Club members.?® Dealers, however, were prohibited from Club membership, an
interesting condition that will be discussed later in this chapter.

After refurbishment by Club member Sir Matthew Digby Wyatt (1820-1877),%
the Club’s permanent premises had a grand Gallery for displays as well as a morn-
ing room, a committee room, a games room with a billiard table, a library, and other
essential facilities for a gentlemen’s club (Figure 1.2). As images of the Gallery dem-
onstrate, the design of the space was
traditional and very much reflective of
the period room phenomenon that was
gaining pace at the time the building was
opened.?® While not necessarily aiming
for a defining period style for this room
beyond what Sparke et al. refer to as a
‘representational device’, the interior
design was both reflective of the Club
members’ actual (the aristocrats) or aspi-
rational home environments as well as
a typical environment for the display of
pictures and works of art in the nine-

s - teenth century both in the home and in
: Rt o e
Figure 1.2 Photograph: interior view of the commercial or institutional premises. .
Burlington Fine Arts Club at 17 The other aspects of the premises
Savile Row, London, February should not be seen as unimportant,
1921, BL25311/001 however, as these essentially were what

Source: © Historic England Archives. encouraged members to join. The Club’s



