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COLOSSAL CHANGE?

REVAMPING THE RUINS OF ROME
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AN INTERVIEW WITH A SECRET SHARED: COULD MUSEUMS NOT SO NAIVE:
WAYNE THIEBAUD THE CERRUTI COLLECTION BE MORE USEFUL? MEXICAN OLD MASTERS
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A scholarly pursuit

This lavish catalogue of the Ashmolean’s baroque
paintings is a triumph, writes Xavier F. Salomon

Baroque & Later Paintings

in the Ashmolean Museum
Catherine Whistler

Modern Art Press in association with
the Ashmolean Museum, £150

ISBN 9780956800725

Itis encouraging to observe that, even though
many museums in the UK have suffered
recently from underfunding and understaffing,
scholarship of the highest quality is still being
produced. Printed collection catalogues —
against all odds - are still being published,
and many of the most talented curators in the
country have worked on catalogues of their
permanent collections in the past 10 years. In
the field of paintings, the National Gallery has

1. Design for a silver basin, ¢. 1613-c. 1624, Bernardo Strozzi
(1581-1644), oil on canvas, 57 x 74cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
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published Lorne Campbell’s catalogue of 16th-
century Netherlandish paintings (2014) and
Giorgia Mancini and Nicholas Penny’s cata-
logue of 16th-century Bolognese and Ferrarese
paintings (2016); and Dulwich Picture Gallery
recently produced its catalogue of Dutch and
Flemish paintings by Michiel Jonker and Elli-
noor Bergvelt (2016). In this scholarly landscape
of cataloguing, the National Gallery volumes
- and in particular those authored by Lorne
Campbell, Dillian Gordon, and Nicholas Penny
- stand as monuments and examples for all
future curators.

The Ashmolean Museum, having gone
through a major refurbishment in 2004-09,
has just published its sizeable catalogue of
southern baroque paintings, authored by the
head of its department of Western art, Catherine

—

2. Young Woman with a Macaw, 1760, Giovanni Battista Tepc
(1696-1770), oil on canvas, 71x53.4cm. Ashmolean Muse.=
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Whistler. The Ashmolean has been somew =
inadequately archived in the past, and = =
Whistler has achieved in this volume is impeee

under her care. The catalogue examines =+
paintings, divided into three clear sect ==
(each in alphabetical order by artist). The ==
part considers the majority of the works = =
volume: 127 Italian paintings from the ==
the 19th century. The second looks at 46 Frems
(and some northern) paintings from the ==
and 18th centuries. This is followed by the s
tion on Spanish (and Portuguese) paint =
also from the 17th and 18th centuries. It = =
appointing to find that the Ashmolez
only 13 Spanish paintings, mostly of rela:
low quality, with the exception of Mains = =
trait of a Monk.
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Whistler deftly cap:
collection. An
by her as ‘early
ists, unusual pi
appeal or fine
generally smal I
fore, a fascinatin 1dy on often
thought-provoki: i
were previously
sures of the cc
small Italian pa
often by significan
sketches by the Genoe
zzi, including the str esign for a silver
basin (Fig. 1). This w. ased in 1969, only
five years before the museum acquired the sil-
ver Lomellini ewer and basin. This is a fitting
example of how university museum collections
cangrow ininteresting directions, encouraging
the fundamental paragone between painting,
drawing, sculpture, and the decorative arts.

The history of the Ashmolean’s acquisitions
of baroque paintings is, as one would expect,
achequered one; Whistler concisely recounts
this history in an excellent introduction. The
variable interest in baroque art has to be judged
against the broader background of art-histor-
ical taste in the 19th and 20th centuries. The
National Gallery, for example, bought hardly
any baroque paintings between the 1860s and
the 1950s. When the Ashmolean Museum was
created in 1845, Renaissance art was still seen

7ith a post-Grar
s into a more scie
idle of the 20th century, thanks to personali-
ties such as Anthony Blunt and Denis Mahon,
and to the editorship of Benedict Nicolson at
the Burlington Magazine. The importance of
Mahon, who donated 12 of his paintings to
the Ashmolean, cannot be underestimated,
and the catalogue is dedicated to his memory.

The tenures of the museum’s most famous
keepers - Charles F. Bell, Kenneth Clark, Karl
Theodore Parker and Kenneth Garlick - also
had a huge impact on its acquisitions of
baroque paintings. Clark’s short term at the
Ashmolean was marked by the purchase of
one of its most beautiful paintings and the
only baroque picture acquired during that
time - Piero di Cosimo’s Forest Fire in 1933.
Parker was more active in the field, and in
the 1950s he bought the two paintings that
can, arguably, be considered the best baroque
pictures in the Ashmolean. In 1950, Poussin’s
prodigious Exposition of Moses (Fig. 3), painted
for his friend Jacques Stella, was purchased
from the Fry family; and in 1955 he was able to
secure Tiepolo’s Young Woman with a Macaw
(Fig. 2) from the collection of Ernest E. Cook.
Even though often in competition with the

3. Exposition of Moses, 1654, Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665),
oil on canvas, 150 x 204cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
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National Gallery (and its larger budget), the
Ashmolean’s acquisitions in this period were
particularly inspired.

Anumber of unexpected facts can be found
in this catalogue. It is surprising, for example,
to discover that Arthur Evans, the celebrated
archaeologist and scholar of Minoan civilisa-
tion was also, in between excavation campaigns
at Knossos, an active buyer of paintings in
the antique shops of Athens. He was Keeper
of the Ashmolean from 1884 to 1908 and pre-
sented a number of his pictures to the museum,
including one which he attributed (wrongly)
to Guido Reni and another possibly by Pietro
Paolini. Even though none of Evans’s paintings
can really be praised for their quality, they are
nonetheless curious works of art.

Each painting is illustrated in the cata-
logue together with its frame, and the entries
show a particular attention to detail (not only
provenance and bibliography, but also com-
prehensive technical entries and information
on the frames), which makes this handsome
volume exceptionally valuable. It is hoped
that the example of the National Gallery and
of Dulwich Picture Gallery, now followed by
the Ashmolean Museum, will inspire other
museums in the UK to continue to catalogue
their holdings.

Xavier F. Salomon is Chief Curator of the
Frick Collection, New York.

APOLLO SEPTEMBER 2017




