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Our perception of Britain after the war is 
characterised by contrasting concerns of 
austerity and renewal.  According to the 
Labour Party’s Manifesto of 1945, ‘Victory in 
War must be followed by a Prosperous Peace’, 
yet it was almost a decade later that R.A. 
Butler remarked that ‘for the British trader 
and British consumer, the war finally ended’. 
In this exhibition we explore the ways in 
which artists considered this paradox.

The Arts Council was established as part 
of the post-war Labour administration’s 
commitment to social reform, above all the 
creation of the welfare state. One might 
assume that art acquired by the Collection 
would reflect this spirit of optimism and 
modernity, yet interestingly many of the 
works dating from this period reveal a far 
more complex set of ideas and interests. 
Consequently, the British government 
became patron of art that both endorsed and 
rejected its vision of a ‘New Jerusalem’. 

One of the most significant cultural events 
during the period was the Festival of Britain, 
initiated and organised by the State.  The 
Arts Council was responsible for events both 
at the South Bank and throughout the rest 
of the country, notably the commissioning 
programme Sixty paintings for ‘51; a project in 
which many of the artists in this exhibition 
participated.  This drew public attention to 
the overriding concern in artistic 
practice of the day: the debate 
between abstraction and figuration.  

Visit: www.afteryears.co.uk

During the MA Degree Show 5 - 10 September 
the exhibition is open weekdays 11 - 7pm, 
Saturday 11 - 6pm and Sunday 11 - 4pm.
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in Chelsea, 1952, Arts Council Collection, 
Southbank Centre, London © Estate of the artist. 
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‘While artists do not illustrate society, 
they exist within it and are subjected 
to its restrictions and liberations.  The 
making of art is controlled as much by 
the need to earn a living as by the desire 
to make original statements […]. Artists’ 
choices are subject to unstated physical, 
economic, political and moral constraints, 
which intersect with the wider social and 
historical pattern.’

Margaret Garlake, New Art New World (1998)

What does this exhibition reveal about 
Britain in the years after the War? 
The period exists almost as a black spot 
in our image of the twentieth century; 
overshadowed first by the preceding world 
conflict, then half obscured by the vibrancy 
and optimism of the mid-fifties. Yet this was 
a moment of dramatic social and political 
change; a transformation directly portrayed 
in works such as William Coldstream’s 
Cripplegate, an image of London destroyed by 
war, and contrastingly, Barbara Hepworth’s 
Reconstruction, which depicts surgeons of the 
newly established National Health Service. 

Yet Hepworth’s drawing has another story 
to tell: that of the short supply of marble 
in the long years of postwar austerity, a 
likely factor in her move from sculpture 
to sketching. Political circumstance also 
played a part in William Scott’s choice of 
medium for Portrait of a Girl, lithography being 
a technique he had learned not in a school 
of art, but whilst serving in the map-making 
department of the British army. The style 
of some works also provides clues about 
the era. 

The foremost movement in art at the 
time was Neo-Romanticism, seen here 
in paintings by Alan Reynolds and Bryan 
Wynter. To a nation in fractious emotional 
health, such images offered a kind of 
comfort and reassurance: this was a style 
that had prevailed since before the war; a 
nostalgic view of the British landscape with 
a mysticism reminiscent of William Blake 
and Samuel Palmer.  

The rebuilding of Coventry Cathedral, 
the nation’s greatest symbol of postwar 
reconstruction, was essentially the swansong 
of the Neo-Romantic movement; yet it also 
provided an important commission for the 
young Geoffrey Clarke. The thorny, angular 
quality of his print Birth of a Flower, and the 
prickliness of Eduardo Paolozzi’s collage 
Insects’ Wings, reflect the anxieties of an age 
that had borne witness to the Holocaust 
and the atomic bomb, a style coined the 
‘Geometry of Fear’ by the critic Herbert 
Read when he presented both artists as part 
of a group exhibition for the Venice Biennale 
in 1952. 

Scenes of working life and domestic interiors 
comprise a large part of the exhibition. 
Paintings such as Prunella Clough’s Lowestoft 
Harbour and Jack Smith’s After the Meal can 
be seen to signify the nation’s desire for 
the normality of daily life. Such works also 
suggest an increasing empathy and solidarity 
with the working classes, whose living 
and working conditions were to improve 
dramatically under the postwar Labour 
government. 

Other, more idealised depictions of the home 
reflect the importance attached to domestic 
life. Considered a place of security and 
solace (particularly for those who had been 
away during the war), the status of the home 
was also raised in a deliberate strategy to 
encourage women back to more traditional 
roles. This meant that the paid positions 
they had held during wartime could be made 
available for returning servicemen – part 
of the Government’s commitment to full 
employment. The era also saw the initiation 
of many house-building programmes, 
designed to fulfil these domestic aspirations, 
as well as to replace the many thousands 
of homes destroyed in the Blitz.

This focus on the details of everyday life 
suggests a mood of introspection and 
insularity in British society, yet paradoxically 
many artists were to continue drawing 
inspiration from European movements, 
further stimulated by major exhibitions, 
such as Picasso/Matisse held at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in 1945. Clough’s 
painting for example has a subtly Cubist 
quality, and in Ceri Richard’s Blue Interior 
with Dice the influence of Matisse is very 
clear. However, artists whose work displayed 
a more overt ‘continental’ sensibility could 
find themselves the subject of criticism: 
the public outcry when William Gear was 
awarded an Arts Council purchase prize 
in 1951 a particular case in point.  

The exhibition captures a moment in 
time when many of the artists were at 
a point of transition between figuration 
and abstraction, particularly those 
associated with the St Ives School, such as 
Patrick Heron and Bryan Wynter. Arguably, 
such artists sought a kind of escapism, 
demonstrated in two ways: first in moving 
to this far corner of England, and second 
by developing an art that was removed 
from representation.  

This idea of escapism suggests a shared 
concern with Neo-Romanticism, despite 
its practitioners regarding their work 
and motivations as almost diametrically 
opposed. The Neo-Romantics found an 
unlikely ally in their criticism of abstraction: 
the realist painters, whose opposition was 
played out in the 1952 exhibition The Mirror 
and the Square, organised by the Artists 
International Association. Arguably, this 
was a moment when many artists’ concerns 
switched from the social and political 
to matters of style: a moment when British 
art finally emerged from the long shadow 
of war.

Laura Dennis



If you would like to bring a group of 
visitors to the gallery, including schools 
visits, we may be able to arrange a tour of the 
exhibition or create an activity for your group. 
If you are interested in sponsorship 
opportunities or hiring the space, we offer
 a wide range of options to suit your 
requirements.

For further information please email 
gallery@nua.ac.uk, call 01603 886385 
or visit www.nua.ac.uk/thegallery

The Gallery at NUA
St Georges Street
Norwich NR3 1BB

Supporting NUA

Friends of NUA play an essential role in 
supporting the work of current students and 
the future sustainability of the University. In 
return for your support, Friends enjoy a range 
of benefits including invites to Private Views, 
Fashion Shows and Lectures. To become 
a Friend of NUA or to support us by making 
a donation visit: 
www.nua.ac.uk/alumni/supportingnua

Lunchtime Talks in the Gallery
Thursday 14 August 12.30pm

As part of our Lunchtime Talks programme 
gallery staff present a short discussion about 
the exhibition. Free entry, no booking required.

Heritage Open Days
Friday 12 & Saturday 13 September

Your chance to explore parts of the NUA 
campus and hear more about the history 
and architecture of the University.

Spirit of ‘45 Screening
Saturday 13 September

In conjunction with Afteryears and Heritage 
Open Days, NUA will screen Ken Loach’s Spirit 
of ’45 at Cinema City. Time TBC
www.picturehouses.co.uk/cinema/Cinema_City/

Upcoming shows in the Gallery at NUA

A Machine Aesthetic
30 September - 25 October

A touring exhibition curated by Eric Butcher 
and Simón Granell which explores the 
various manifestations, uses and influences 
of mechanisation within the practice of a 
diverse range of contemporary artists.

Upcoming Events at NUA

MA Degree Show 2014
5 -10 September 
 
Final work from students across NUA’s 
postgraduate courses.

Open weekdays 11 - 7pm, Saturday 11 - 6pm 
and Sunday 11 - 4pm.

The Gallery at Norwich University 
of the Arts presents a vibrant 
programme of exhibitions by internationally 
recognised artists, designers and media 
practitioners. Exhibitions are accompanied 
by seminars and lectures delivered by 
exhibitors, specialists and curators which 
enrich the experience of our students and 
public  visitors alike.


