
 
 
This small exhibition, which runs until the 31st August, brings together key 
pieces from the collections in the area and is designed to "chart artists' 
engagement with reality and what it means."  
 
The blurb for the exhibition states "In their quest to forge a new style for a 
new age the artists featured experimented with primitivism, illusion, visual 
puns and abstraction. No longer content with reflecting external reality, 
these artists did not seek to imitate form but to create it."   

 
The layout of the paintings worked extremely well and this review explores some of the paintings in small groups while looking at the 
exhibition as a whole in order to answer the question, did they really question reality?   
 

Part One:  Bomberg, Hepworth and Moore.  
 
David Bomberg is a particular favourite and this small composition was vivid in its palette and in its depiction of the stripped down 
figures that convey the energy of the changing world he was trying to paint. To me, these figures were dancing and there is an exuberance 
about this that is appealing.  The quotation with this piece said, "I want to translate the life of a great city, its motion, its machinery, into 
an art that shall not be photographic, but expressive. With the date of this being 1913, I could not help but wonder whether the dancing 

figures were symbolic of the blind dance that was taking place as we headed into the calamity that became 
the Great War.  
 

The two pieces next to it by Barbara Hepworth and Henry 
Moore, both produced during the 1940s, contrasted with 
the mechanisation of the Bomberg.  If this is reality, then 
it is one that is at peace with itself.  In Hepworth's 
painting, the surgeons' hands are so poignant, as they are 
symbolic of contemplation and prayer and this painting 
reveals a peacefulness that is in direct contrast to the 
trauma of the surgery about to be performed.  For the 
patient, however, these people would be seen as 'god-like'.  
It is interesting to note that the NHS began in this same 
year and Hepworth's support is linked to the series of 
hospital drawings she did at that time.  
 

Moore's figures are very statue -like and their shape and anonymous features should not  
convey gentleness, yet it does.   There is a melancholy feel to this painting due to the lack of 
colour, however the rounded shapes of the figures change that feeling into joyfulness.  The 
protectiveness of the adult figures to the child reflects Moore's sculptures of family groups.   
 
 
 
 

Part Two: Ravilious and Wadsworth  
 
 
 

These two outdoor scenes could not be more of a contrast. The panels of 
Ravilious's  triptych were created for Sir Geoffrey Fry's Music Room in 
Portman Square, London. The tennis court was based on one in Eastbourne 
and the panels formed a continuous composition, showing a doubles game in 
progress.  The flat style is reminiscent of Renaissance paintings.  
 
On the surface, this is a pleasant scene but, as 
with other watercolours of his, there is a 
slightly sinister air. The couple in the third 
panel do not look overly happy.  He reaches 
out an arm towards her, but she is pulling 
away;  her legs are pointed away from the 
young man.  Body language is everything!  
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

David Bomberg: Figure Composition, 
1913 Barbara Hepworth: The Hands, 1948

Henry Moore: Three Women and a Child, 1944

Eric Ravilious: Tennis 1930



 
Wadsworth's Offing is also painted tempera, an egg-bound medium which, according the BBC site. 'Your Paintings, Edward Wadsworth 
helped revive. He painted two large tempera panels for the smoking room of the Queen Mary liner, launched in 1935, and this painting 
relates closely to one of them.The nautical instruments and shells are painted with a clarity typical of much painting of the 1920s and 

1930s.  But that is where the reality ends.  These objects are out of scale and seem 
disconnected from each other. It does lack the dream-like quality of other 
surrealist paintings, but there is an overall sense of "joie de vivre".     
 
 
 
 

Part Three: Hamilton Finlay and Smith  
 
 
This one by Ian Hamilton Finlay, really made me chuckle.  
 
It's obviously the sea 
and the land but it is 
the fact that the 
artist added a key is 
what makes this 
such a humorous 
piece.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Of all the pieces on display, this oil by Jack Smith from 1957, was a 
stunner.  The paint is heavily built up in the star explosions and it 
really makes you feel that this is 
what space would be like.  It is very 
reminiscent of Van Gogh's Starry 
Night but also brings a modern 
twist to our knowledge of space and 
what it really contains. This is not a 
romantic image but, perhaps the 
moment a star is created.  Could 
this be what was seen by the 
Sputnik satellite when it was 
launched in the year this painting was produced?  
 
 
_____________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although the exhibition contained just seventeen pieces, it was well curated and explored a wide range of 
artists right into the 21st century with Manual Grid by Tala Madani in 2011.   
 
An enjoyable visit at a very impressive venue.  
 
 
 
 
 

Jack Smith: Night Sky 1957

Ian Hamilton Finlay: Sea/Land 1967


