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imposed leveling-down tendencies in the Swedish 
educational system of these l a t t e r days. However, 
as a Swede one feels a s l i g h t consolation a f te r 
having l istened to a lecture at the recent I.A.U.P.E, 
conference in Aberdeen, where Professor George S. 
Rousseau of UCLA gave his somber view on the lack of 

in te res t taken in eighteenth-century l i t e r a t u r e by 
American univers i ty students. Some of his colleagues 
from both sides of the A t lan t i c chimed i n , but a l l 
showed determination to do something about i t . The 
academic world everywhere is in sore need of daring 
enthusiasts; Goran Malmqvist is ce r ta in ly one of them. 
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ANDRKW Wll.TON 

British Watercolours 
1750 to 1850 

T he r ise of watercolor paint ing as an 
independent a r t form is in t imate ly connected 
wi th the character and fortunes of B r i t i sh 

a r t in the decades around 1800. An impressive number 
of the f i nes t painters of the time--such as John 
Robert Cozens, Thomas G i r t i n and John Sell Cotman — 
chose i t as the i r pr inc ipa l medium. Many other major 
ar t is ts—notab ly Wil l iam Blake and J . M. W. T u r n e r -
used i t f requently and with great o r i g i n a l i t y . In 
view of th is i t might be expected that the subject 
would be given an important place in any study of 
B r i t i sh Romantic a r t . Yet on the whole i t has tended 
to be treated as a theme apar t , relegated to 
spec ia l i s t s , most of whom approach i t from the view-
point of the connoisseur. Such commentaries have of 
course been invaluable in bui ld ing up our knowledge 
of the indent i ty of ind iv idual p rac t i t ioners and for 
chart ing the h is tory of the organizations that grew 
up as the pract ice of watercolor paint ing expanded. 
But they have tended to be less informative about 
the broader context. There is l i t t l e treatment of 
the question of why watercolor should step from i t s 
modest posi t ion as an anc i l l a r y sketching medium (as 
which i t had been used by great masters of a l l 

countries since the middle ages) to that of a method 
sui table for f in ished p ic tures. The change involved 
the development of new a t t i tudes to the study of 
natural e f f ec t s , spontaneity and the in te res t in 
local scenery, a l l of which are connected with the 
emergent Romantic movement. There are social 
questions as w e l l . Watercolor was a favored medium 
of amateurs and drawings masters. Not a l l of these 
were i ns i gn i f i can t f igures . John Ruskin is a 
dist inguished example of the former and John Sell 
Cotman of the l a t t e r . But more important than th is 
from a h i s to r i ca l point of view is the fac t that 
wa te redor is ts were act ive in social groups where 
o i l painters had l i t t l e purchase. Often they cut 
qui te a f i gu re . Thackeray ta lks of "gay, smart, 
watercolour pa in te rs " ; and there are examples in 
contemporary novels of the impact they could have 
in the homes of gentlemen. 

Andrew Wil ton's book—which covers the heyday 
of the B r i t i sh waterco lor is ts—is to some extent 
aware of these wider issues. However, he is 
p r i nc ipa l l y concerned with providing a c lear and 
readable account of the leading l i gh ts of the school 
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The book i s based on a series of lec tures , and the 
chapters appear to fo l low these c lose ly . Each is 
centered on a major a r t i s t (though incorporat ing 
thumbnail sketches of associates) and each is of 
s imi la r length. There i s , of course, nothing remiss 
in publ ishing lectures. Some of the most a t t r ac t i ve 
and memorable books have been formed in th is way. 
Mr. Wi l ton 's work has ce r ta in ly retrained much of 
the engaging atmosphere of a successful lecture 
ser ies. But I cannot help wishing that he had made 
a few more concessions to the more enduring format 
that his tex t has now achieved. In par t i cu la r an 
in t roduct ion would have been welcomed. As i t is we 
are plunged s t ra igh t in to the work of Paul Sandby, 
"the father of English watercolour," without any 
pre l iminar ies . At the other end of the book we 
emerge with Turner and a sharp vert iginous v is ta of 
abstractions to come in the twentieth century. An 
epilogue or conclusion of some kind would, I f e e l , 
have been preferable. 

Perhaps Mr. Wilton f e l t that such formal i t ies 
could be dispensed wi th because his perspective on 
the subject was essent ia l ly t r a d i t i o n a l . Certainly 
his handling of th is viewpoint is an accomplished 
one. His experiences as a museum curator have been 
put to very good use in his descript ion of the 
techniques of ind iv idual pa in te rs—par t i cu la r ly those 
who produced landscapes. The author is perhaps best 
known for the studies he has made in to the watercolors 
of Turner, and the essay in th i s book provides a 
f ine and concise summation of his views on th is top ic . 

Mr. Wilton is less at home when dealing with the 
f i gu ra t i ve t r a d i t i o n , and appears to avoid i t where 
he can. We are not reminded of the attempts to make 
watercolor a vehicle for h is tory pa in t ing , although 
these—as can be seen in the works of Joshua 
Cr is ta l l - -were not always d isgracefu l . When 
Bonington is discussed, more in te res t is shown in 
his landscapes than in his h i s to r i ca l sketches. Most 
of the f i gu ra t i ve work discussed—such as that by 
Rowlandson and John Frederick Lewis—can be f i t t e d 
in to the general theme of the observation of nature 
and in te res t in topography. There is only one who 
cannot—William Blake. 

Blake is hardly l i k e l y to f i t comfortably in to 
any general survey of B r i t i s h a r t of the Romantic 
era. Here he stands out , not only because his 
subject matter i s so rad ica l l y d i f f e ren t from that 
of the other waterco lo r is ts , but also because his 
view of watercolor i t s e l f seems to be d i f f e ren t . He 
cer ta in ly used watercolor a lot—more, in f a c t , than 
any other paint ing medium—but he is d e f i n i t e l y 
not w i th in the B r i t i sh watercolor t r a d i t i o n . For 
him i t was p r i nc ipa l l y a designing medium, as i t had 
been for the great European masters before him. He 
produced many beaut i fu l works treated in a highly 
or ig ina l manner, most notably the Dante i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
with t h e i r touches of pure co lor . But he would 
rather have been at work on frescos, i f circumstances 
had allowed. Despite th is Wilton t r i es to make 
watercolor the focus of his career, even going so fa r 
as to characterize his color p r i n t i ng as "another 
manifestation of his invent ive use of watercolour." 

Blake's posi t ion does pinpoint a problem w i th in 
the book as a whole—the degree of commitment to 
watercolor as a medium f e l t by the a r t i s t s under 
discussion. Some made i t t h e i r career, some used i t 
sporadical ly for convenience or as a means of making 
preparatory studies. Wilton t reats both categories 
equally without discussing the d i s t i n c t i o n . Thus 
Constable—who was no enthusiast ic wa te redo r i s t— 
is given the same b i l l i n g as such masters of the 
medium as G i r t i n , Cotman and Turner. This also leads 
to the discussion of much material that seems 
extraneous to the h is tory of watercolor i n the case 
of those a r t i s t s for whom the technique was not a 
ru l ing passion. 

There i s , however, much that is a t t r ac t i ve about 
the book. Apart from the readab i l i t y of the t e x t , 
there is also the select ion of p lates. This is far 
from being a simple rerun of classics—although some 
of the most breathtaking examples (such as G i r t i n ' s 
"White House") have properly been included. I t 
brings to l i g h t many l i t t l e known gems—such as W. 
H. Hunt's " L i t t l e Gi r l Reading." The biographies 
of the a r t i s t s and notes on the plates are highly 
informat ive. So much so, in f a c t , that i t seems a 
shame that th is section could not have been extended, 
and a broader in t roduct ion provided by the main tex t . 
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