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1. Tribute by Nicholas Serota 
The following chapters were archived in 2021, with acknowledgement and 

thanks, from the website of The Art Newspaper at 

www.theartnewspaper.com. They were written by Nicholas Serota, the 

successor to Alan Bowness as director of the Tate, and were posted in 

March 2021.  

Remembering Alan Bowness, Tate director who helped change public 

attitudes to contemporary art. By Nicholas Serota.  

Alan Bowness was an art historian whose eye and influence shaped the 

British contemporary art world over more than 40 years. He never sought 

the limelight, but his quiet self-assurance and belief in his own convictions 

inspired confidence in others and made him the most persuasive and 

effective voice in a talented post-war generation of curators, writers and 

critics. 

In the late 1950s and through the 60s and 70s, he was a pioneering 

academic and a friend to a generation of abstract artists in England, whose 

work he championed in print and in the many committees on which he 

served. In the 80s he became a more public figure as the director of the 

Tate Gallery, where he made important acquisitions for the national 

collection, achieved a resolution of the long-running debate about how to 

honour J.M.W. Turner’s magnificent bequest to the nation and established 

a new northern outpost for the gallery in creating Tate Liverpool.  

In the 90s and beyond, he continued his patronage as the director of the 

Henry Moore Foundation and administrator of the estate of Barbara 

Hepworth, encouraging the study and exhibition of sculpture in the county 

of their birth through his creation of the Henry Moore Institute in Leeds 

and his advice and support for the development of The Hepworth 

Wakefield. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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2. School and University 
As a schoolboy at University College School in Hampstead, north London, 

Bowness had developed an interest in the arts and in politics, discovering 

the writings on art and anarchy of Herbert Read, the critic and friend of 

Moore, Hepworth and Nicholson. In 1945, at the age of 17, he found his 

interest in painting further sparked by seeing the legendary Picasso and 

Matisse exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum. He began to look at 

contemporary British art, including Moore, Sutherland, Hitchens and 

Pasmore, which he found in Kenneth Clark’s series of Penguin Modern 

Painters books and in the Bond Street galleries.  

However, this burgeoning interest had to be set to one side when, as a 

young conscientious objector who had been appalled by the bombing of 

Dresden, Bowness chose to serve for a period of four years with the 

Friends’ Ambulance Unit and Friends’ Service Council in England, 

Germany and Lebanon rather than undertake National Service in the 

military. 

As a student at Downing College, 

Cambridge, he extended his engagement in 

the visual arts, visiting the Fitzwilliam 

Museum and taking on responsibility for 

running a picture-lending scheme for 

undergraduates, an activity that gave him 

the opportunity to meet painters such as 

Ivon Hitchens and Keith Vaughan. It was 

Carl Winter, the director of the Fitzwilliam 

Museum, who encouraged him to follow 

this interest by undertaking postgraduate studies in art history at the 

Courtauld Institute. In his second year, he chose to study the “Modern” 

period, covering the late 18th to the early 20th century, from David to 

Picasso, which was taught by the Courtauld's director, Anthony Blunt 

(above), who Bowness regarded as an inspiring teacher. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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3. Early Career 
On leaving the Courtauld in 1955, he began to write book and exhibition 

reviews for the fortnightly Art News and Review and from then until 1963 

he was also a contributor to The Observer. This was a moment of profound 

change in the contemporary art world with New York beginning to replace 

Paris as the principal centre for advanced painting and sculpture. As a 

writer on contemporary art, Bowness increasingly found himself drawn 

towards abstraction and away from the international social realism being 

promoted by John Berger and the British realism of “Kitchen Sink” as it 

was called by David Sylvester, both of whom were very slightly older 

contemporaries. 

In the late 1950s and through the 60s and 70s he was a pioneering 

academic and a friend to a generation of abstract artists in England, whose 

work he championed in print and in the many committees on which he 

served 

Early in 1956, Bowness was appointed as a 

Regional Art Officer at the Arts Council 

with responsibility for advising on grants 

to artists and taking Arts Council 

exhibitions to museums and galleries in the 

South West. In April 1956, he visited St 

Ives, which had become the one centre of 

artistic production that could rival London. 

Ben Nicholson (right) and Barbara 

Hepworth had been working there since 

1939 and by the mid-50s, Nicholson was at 

the peak of his international reputation 

while Hepworth was beginning to make 

work of a scale and ambition that would 

soon bring her similar international 

recognition. A younger generation was also 

emerging with Peter Lanyon making 

expressive abstract paintings that grew out of his feeling for the ancient 

West Penwith landscape and Patrick Heron venturing beyond an initial 

abstract moment inspired by the garden at his home, Eagles Nest, into 

abstract colour compositions reflecting his experience of the light of West 

Cornwall. 

These encounters confirmed the direction of his own thinking and Bowness 

became increasingly committed to the principle of abstraction, not as 

dogma but as a matter of personal preference. It is the same sensibility that 

drew him to feel a special affinity with 20th-century and contemporary 

music and made him a regular member of the audience at recitals at the 
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Wigmore Hall and elsewhere until the lockdown closed concert halls last 

year. The visit to St Ives changed his life in another sense. The following 

year he married Sarah, one of the daughters of Ben Nicholson and Barbara 

Hepworth, thereafter returning each year to Cornwall. 

 

Bowness with his wife Sarah Hepworth-Nicholson in Barbara Hepworth's garden, 

Trewyn Studio, St Ives, c.1958 

 

Bowness with Barbara Hepworth, his mother-in-law, September 1964. On a boat from 

Copenhagen to Sweden to visit Dag Hammarskjöld’s Museum © Bowness. 

https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklttim1k000x3h5p2sp8cr4x/0x0:1400x982/960x960/alan_bowness_barbara_hepworth_web.jpg
https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklttim1k000x3h5p2sp8cr4x/0x0:1400x982/960x960/alan_bowness_barbara_hepworth_web.jpg
https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklttim1k000x3h5p2sp8cr4x/0x0:1400x982/960x960/alan_bowness_barbara_hepworth_web.jpg
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4. Teaching at the Courtauld 
In 1957, he was invited by Anthony Blunt to teach the European Modern 

period course at the Courtauld. At the time art history was still in its 

infancy as an academic discipline and the Courtauld was the only 

university in England that offered the opportunity to study a period and 

artists that were still not fully recognised as being worthy of deep research. 

However, its reputation was growing and under Blunt it attracted talented, 

dedicated students, to whom Bowness devoted his attention. He discovered 

that he liked teaching and his students liked him.  

Years later, after he left the Tate, he would say that he 

was “temperamentally… a teacher, preacher… more than an 

administrator”. He established a course that offered the opportunity to 

study the 19th century from the realism of Courbet and Revolutions of 

1848, initially to the Cubism of Picasso and Braque before the First World 

War and later to Surrealism before the Second World War. For Bowness it 

was the works themselves rather than the social and political context that 

were paramount. 

Bowness taught many of the art historians who subsequently went on to 

head university departments across the country and to lead museums both 

in Britain and abroad 

In the tradition of F.R. Leavis (right), he 

believed that “art displays its meaning best 

when directly confronted—an idealist 

attitude, but one to keep in mind”. He 

encouraged close readings of the work and 

of the intentions of the artist, a form of art 

history that came to be challenged in the 

eighties by historians who argued that 

social, political and historical context 

should be given more weight.  

Over the years, Bowness taught many of 

the art historians who subsequently went 

on to head university departments across 

the country and to lead museums both in 

Britain and abroad. He took a close interest in their careers, ensuring that 

they would prosper through his very wide network of contacts, and he 

steadily built the reputation of the department, bringing in distinguished 

scholars like John Golding and Christopher Green (a former student) 

alongside him. 

 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/alan-bowness-on-the-role-of-the-museum-director
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/alan-bowness-on-the-role-of-the-museum-director
https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklttrm1j001m3h5p4jx2e0a5/0x0:1400x1763/undefinedxundefined/alan_bowness_mono_web.jpg
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In 1960, Bowness was invited to join the Art Panel of the Arts Council. At 

that time the Arts Council not only funded galleries and artists, but also 

undertook the organisation of major exhibitions in London, primarily at the 

Tate Gallery and in a small gallery at its office in St James’s Square, as 

well as an active programme of exhibitions touring to regional galleries. It 

was also building a collection of contemporary British art in support of 

artists and for showing in regional galleries.  

The council was therefore an immensely influential force in the 

contemporary art world. Shortly afterwards he also became a member of 

the Fine Arts Advisory Committee at the British Council, which promoted 

British art overseas. Bowness, a respected academic and regular contributor 

to The Observer, married to the daughter of two of the most prominent 

https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklttrm1j001m3h5p4jx2e0a5/0x0:1400x1763/undefinedxundefined/alan_bowness_mono_web.jpg
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British artists, found himself at the centre of power and began to become 

involved in the organisation and curation of exhibitions as well as writing 

catalogue introductions. He identified, personally, with the abstract painters 

of St Ives and with the tradition of constructivist art that had been 

embraced by Victor Pasmore, Anthony Hill and Kenneth Martin, amongst 

others.  

However, as the decade moved forward, he adopted a more catholic 

position, taking an interest in the emerging forces of contemporary abstract 

painting and sculpture exemplified by Riley, Hoyland, Smith and Caro and 

by the second generation associated with Pop—Hockney, Kitaj, Jones, and 

Blake. From the early sixties he was regularly a curator of Arts Council and 

British Council exhibitions. In 1964 he co-curated with the painter and 

historian Lawrence Gowing a major survey, funded by the Gulbenkian 

Foundation and shown at the Tate, of international art of the previous 

decade. 54/64 was widely recognised as a landmark exhibition, far more 

ambitious in its scale and range than was then customary. 

 

Ambitious in scale and range: Alan Bowness (left) with the architect Alison Smithson 

and Philip James—former Director of Art at the Arts Council—during the installation 

of the Painting & Sculpture of a Decade: ’54-‘64 exhibition at Tate, 1964. From Lisa 

Tickner’s book London’s New Scene (Yale, 2020) Smithson Archive © Smithson Family 

Collection. 

As a member of the Art Panel, and twice of the Council itself, Bowness 

exercised tremendous influence on the Council’s policy on the visual arts. 

From the mid-60s, he was largely responsible for the increasing financial 

support that the Council gave to galleries in the regions that were showing 

contemporary British art. Galleries without collections, like the Arnolfini in 

https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklval7dn00093h5pgptg50kq/0x0:1400x952/960x960/alan_bowness_alison_smithson_1964_web.jpg
https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklval7dn00093h5pgptg50kq/0x0:1400x952/960x960/alan_bowness_alison_smithson_1964_web.jpg
https://dmdlnu87i51n1.cloudfront.net/v1/uk/cklval7dn00093h5pgptg50kq/0x0:1400x952/960x960/alan_bowness_alison_smithson_1964_web.jpg
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Bristol, the Museum of Modern Art in Oxford, or the Midland Group in 

Nottingham, as well as the Whitechapel in London, were often led by 

strong individuals and run by independent trusts rather than by local 

authorities and Bowness believed that this gave them greater freedom to 

show new work and support living artists. 

Throughout this period Bowness continued to teach at the Courtauld. He 

published respected popular books on Modern Sculpture (1965) 

and Modern European Art (1972) and made steady progress in his role as 

editor of successive volumes of the Complete Sculpture and Drawings of 

Henry Moore. He published definitive books on the work of William Scott, 

Ivon Hitchens, Alan Davie and Barbara Hepworth. He also curated major 

exhibitions relating to his academic work, including van Gogh in England 

(1969), Rodin (1970), French Symbolist Painters (1972), the Impressionists 

in London (1973, to mark the UK’s accession to what became the European 

Union) and Courbet (1978). In 1979, he assembled a team of former 

students and colleagues from the Courtauld to mount Post-Impressionism, a 

scholarly and immensely popular exhibition at the Royal Academy and 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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5. The Tate Gallery 
In 1980, he was the natural choice to be Director of the Tate Gallery. 

Bowness had been a candidate in 1964 when Norman Reid was appointed, 

but at 36 had been thought too young. Inheriting a strong staff, many of 

whom were personal friends, Bowness set out to build the Collection, to 

take advantage of an opportunity to create a home for the Turner Bequest, 

to extend the reach of the Gallery beyond London and to engage with a 

new generation of artists. 

His predecessor had negotiated a significant increase in the Purchase Grant 

and Bowness immediately sought to strengthen the collections of Modern 

European and American Art as well as balancing the perceived leaning 

towards abstraction in recent purchases of contemporary British art. Over 

the period of his directorship acquisitions of major works by Dalí, Picasso, 

Ernst, Miró, de Chirico, Picabia, Magritte, Schwitters and Beckmann 

transformed the representation of European art between the wars.  

 

The collection of post-war Art was also immensely enhanced by judicious 

acquisitions of School of Paris and Cobra painters as was the representation 

of Abstract Expressionism with fine examples by Newman and Pollock 

joining the collection. He acquired a major Warhol, the Marilyn Diptych 

(above), and important works by Jasper Johns, Philip Guston and Willem 

de Kooning. He was also determined that established British artists should 

be seen in depth and acquired major works by Bacon, Hockney, Kitaj, 

Auerbach and Freud  as well as an emerging generation of sculptors such as 

Cragg, Gormley, Wilding, Deacon and Kapoor. 

In 1979, Vivien Duffield, the daughter of the the retailer, financier and 

philanthropist Charles Clore, offered a gift that would facilitate the creation 

of a new gallery to house the Turner Bequest, which had been divided 

between the Tate (paintings) and the British Museum (drawings and 

sketchbooks) following the Thames flood of 1928. The success of the bi-

centenary exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1975 had led to a campaign 

to re-unite the bequest, but government had been unwilling to cover the 
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cost. In 1978, the trustees had appointed the architect James Stirling as 

architect to advise on the development of the neighbouring “Hospital” site 

that had been given to Tate for expansion in 1969. It was therefore natural 

that Stirling should be invited to design the building for the Turner Bequest 

and fortunate serendipity that Bowness and Stirling had known each other 

for many years. Bowness was dismayed that such an outstanding Modernist 

architect had received so few commissions in England in the previous 

decade and was realising his major buildings in Germany where he was at 

work on the Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart amongst other projects.  

 

The Clore Gallery (above) opened in 1987 and became the first in what 

Bowness and Stirling conceived as a “cluster of art museums, each with a 

separate collection and distinct architectural character” situated around a 

courtyard behind the Clore Gallery. These were intended to house different 

parts of the Tate Collection, including “modern sculpture”, “new art”, “a 

study centre for the archive and library” and a “museum of the 20th 

century”. However, these plans were superseded in 1992 by the trustees’ 

decision to create Tate Modern at Bankside. 

Stirling and Bowness also worked together on the second major expansion 

project of the Bowness era, Tate Liverpool. In the mid-70s, as the Tate was 
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beginning to contemplate the development of the “Hospital” site, Stewart 

Mason, a trustee and former Director of Education in Leicestershire, had 

argued that it would be wrong to build more in London without sharing the 

collection with the rest of the country.  

He was supported by the Chair, the historian Lord Bullock, who was a 

Yorkshireman, and the idea of a “regional satellite” was born. In 1979, the 

trustees agreed to take on responsibility for the Barbara Hepworth Museum 

and Sculpture Garden in St Ives, which had opened as an independent 

museum shortly after the sculptor’s untimely death in 1975. On his arrival, 

Bowness, who had been closely involved with the creation and transfer of 

the Hepworth Museum as executor of the sculptor’s estate, enthusiastically 

adopted the idea of further “outstations” and began to look for a suitable 

location to create a “Tate in the North”. 

 

The Tate Liverpool.  

In the spring of 1981, the riots in Toxteth led the Thatcher government to 

create the Merseyside Development Corporation at the initiative of Michael 

Heseltine, Secretary of State for the Environment. One of the corporation’s 

first priorities was the renovation and regeneration of Jesse Hartley’s 

magnificent Albert Dock and Bowness immediately recognised that it 

would be “the right place” for the regional outpost. Stirling had grown up 

in Liverpool and the combination of majestic 19th-century brick 

architecture and Stirling’s increasingly post-modern vocabulary appealed to 

Bowness.  

With the support of his assistant Edwina Sassoon, Bowness raised the £2m 

that was required to fit out the building that had been essentially renovated 
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by the Corporation and the Gallery opened to immense applause shortly 

before the end of his directorship. 

In the early 80s the advent of the Thatcher government brought about 

profound changes in the way in which national museums like the Tate were 

expected to function. With no significant increase in public funds, they 

were now expected to reach out to the business sector to secure sponsorship 

for exhibitions and to foundations and individuals for donations to support 

acquisitions, educational and building projects. Bowness was 

philosophically opposed to this move, believing that it was the duty of 

government to sustain free museums for the benefit of a wide public, and 

furthermore he was temperamentally unsuited to taking a leading role as a 

fundraiser.  

However, he set out to do his best for the Tate and was remarkably 

successful, securing the funds for Liverpool, sponsorship for exhibitions 

and in establishing groups of Patrons whose contributions made it possible 

to acquire “New Art” and “British Art” for the Collection. He also 

established the Turner Prize in 1984 as a way of generating greater interest 

in contemporary British art. 

It was therefore surprising when he came under fire from the chairman-

elect, Peter Palumbo, in an interview in a Sunday newspaper in 1984. 

Palumbo exposed the impatience of a group of trustees who felt that the 

pace of change at Tate was too slow and that opportunities were being 

missed to purchase important works of art. Although Bowness, supported 

by his chair, Lord Hutchinson, obliged Palumbo not to take up the role and 

to give way to Richard Rogers, the incident created a small cloud over his 

final years, notwithstanding his knighthood in 1988 and the successful 

opening of the Clore Gallery and Tate Liverpool. 

On leaving the Tate in 1988, Bowness became the director of the Henry 

Moore Foundation, established by Moore in 1977 to care for his work and 

legacy and to offer grants to exhibitions and projects that advanced the 

study of sculpture of all periods. Bowness saw an opportunity to build on 

an earlier commitment to Moore by Leeds City Art Gallery by establishing 

a Henry Moore Institute for the study of sculpture on a site alongside the 

Gallery.  

Designed by architects with whom Bowness had worked at Tate and who 

were then building the extension to the Royal Opera House—Jeremy Dixon 

and Ed Jones—the building houses an academic study centre and archive 

and has produced an impressive sequence of small exhibitions devoted to 

all periods of sculpture. Having retired from the Henry Moore Foundation 

in 1994, Bowness continued to devote his attention to the Hepworth estate, 

working closely with his daughter, the art historian Sophie Bowness, on the 

catalogue raisonné, other publications, exhibitions and placing works by 
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Hepworth in important collections. They also made a decision to support 

the creation of the museum in Wakefield that bears her name, making a 

major donation of plasters by the artist to ensure that her work can be seen 

in strength in the city of her birth. The Hepworth Wakefield, designed by 

David Chipperfield, opened to great acclaim in 2011. 

During his most active years as a writer and curator, Bowness acquired 

works from the artists with whom he was working by a combination of gift 

and purchase. In 2016 Downing College, of which he was an honorary 

fellow, presented an exhibition focused on the largely abstract works that 

he had collected in the period 1955-65, many of which are destined for the 

Fitzwilliam Museum and other public collections, while his library will go 

to the Cambridge University Library.  

Together these works and such gifts disclose the character of a man whose 

moral authority and quiet advocacy brought attention to a generation of 

British artists, whose teaching inspired students who have in turn shaped 

the course of art history in the succeeding forty years, and whose leadership 

of the Tate took it beyond London and into a world where contemporary art 

plays a larger part in the lives of people than could have been anticipated 

50 years ago. Alan Bowness played a decisive role in promoting that 

change. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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6. Tribute by Norman Rosenthal 

The following tribute by Norman Rosenthal was archived in 2021, with 

acknowledgement and thanks, from the website of Apollo Magazine at 

www.apollo-magazine.com. It was published in March 2021.  

 

Alan Bowness with Piet Mondrian’s Composition with Yellow, Blue and 

Red at the Tate, 1980 

Some achieve distinction in one or possibly two branches of the world of 

art, but few, if any, are outstanding in all of them. Alan Bowness – art 

historian, curator and museum director, critic and journalist, and a collector 

himself – was just such a man, for all his personal modesty and quiet public 

profile. What drove him was his love for, and thirst for knowledge of, 19th- 

and 20th-century art – painting and sculpture especially. This allowed him 

to become one of the most effective proselytisers for contemporary art, 

which in Alan’s heyday was very much a minority, and some would say 

elitist interest. (As an educator, he no doubt thought that every individual, 

with self-willed effort, might join in the pleasures that all the arts bring.) 

Alan was first exposed to the worlds of Picasso and Matisse in the years 

just after the Second World War. In 1946, as an 18-year-old boy, he visited 

a highly influential exhibition of paintings by the two artists at the V&A – 

a symbol of a reopening world. A lifelong Quaker and at this time a 

conscientious objector, he chose to do national service with the Friends’ 

Ambulance Unit and the Friends’ Service Council in England, Germany 

and Lebanon, before beginning his studies in modern languages (French 

and German) at the University of Cambridge in 1950. It was here that he 
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discovered the art holdings of the more or less deserted Fitzwilliam 

Museum – so deserted that he made friends with the director, Carl Winter, 

who was glad to notice a frequent and studious visitor. 

He graduated from modern languages to art history at the Courtauld 

Institute of Art, and further to art criticism for a number of journals. His 

inquisitiveness led him to trawl around the London art galleries of the ’50s 

and early ’60s. These were the worlds of the Fine Art Society, of Helen 

Lessore and her Beaux Arts Gallery, and of John Kasmin and Robert 

Frazer’s eponymous West End spaces, where they brought new American 

and British art to public attention. Bowness’s personal sympathies, 

however, were less with figures such as Francis Bacon or, later, David 

Hockney, even if he perceived their strengths. He rather preferred 

immediate post-war British figuration – John Craxton (regarded by some in 

his time as a kind of British Picasso); the ‘Two Roberts’, Colquhoun and 

McBride; and Keith Vaughan. Other favoured artists of these generations, 

about whom he wrote admiring monographs, included above all Henry 

Moore, and then Ivon Hitchens, Victor Pasmore, Alan Davie, Ceri Richards 

and William Scott. 

 

Alan Bowness with Sarah Hepworth-Nicholson in Barbara Hepworth’s garden, Trewyn 

Studio, St Ives (c. 1958) 

Alan was to become even more engaged with the work of two great 

generations of British artists based largely around St Ives in Cornwall. 

These of course included Barbara Hepworth and Ben Nicholson (whose 

daughter, Sarah, Alan was to marry in 1957). But also there were Patrick 
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Heron, Peter Lanyon, Roger Hilton, Terry Frost, Bryan Wynter and a host 

of others. Alan wrote on all of these figures; they were all to become 

friends as he and Sarah put down roots in St Ives as well. As I recall, from 

my one visit to St Ives to stay with them, every morning Alan in his very 

old-fashioned dark grey flannel swimming trunks would go for a bracing 

cold swim – after which, during my visit, he took me to meet Patrick Heron 

at his Eagles Nest studio, the émigré Cornish artist painter Karl Weschke, 

and others. 

Alan Bowness had first entered my life, without knowing it of course, 

when as a 19-year-old university student I visited that seminal show at the 

Tate, ‘Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54–64’. The exhibition, which he 

co-curated with Lawrence Gowing and Philip James, was life-changing for 

me, and I believe for many others of my age. For someone who was 

studying general history rather than art history and had always been more 

comfortable with Old Masters and classic modernism, the exhibition came 

as a revelation of the contemporary. I remember its astonishing and 

calculated presentation of British, other European and above all American 

painting and sculpture. Picasso and Max Ernst were then still alive and 

active, but it was artists like Mark Rothko, Anthony Caro, Jasper Johns and 

Robert Rauschenberg who were now making the big waves, as well as local 

bad boys such as David Hockney and Allen Jones. Some 350 works were 

all shown in an intense, labyrinthine installation designed by Alison and 

Peter Smithson in the Duveen halls of the Tate Gallery at Millbank. 

 

Alan Bowness (left) with Alison Smithson and Philip James during the installation of 

‘Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54–64’ at the Tate Gallery, London, 1964. Courtesy 

Smithson Archive © Smithson Family Collection. 
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Much later, when I arrived at the Royal Academy as its Exhibition 

Secretary in 1977, the Arts Council was organising there, with Alan as the 

British curator, the magnificent Gustave Courbet exhibition that had come 

from Paris. Two years later, this time in his role as Professor of Art History 

at the Courtauld, he co-organised ‘Post-Impressionism’, an exhibition that 

was transformative for the RA’s reputation and which was lead-curated by 

two of his most distinguished students, John House and MaryAnne 

Stevens. The show was intended as a celebration of what then was known 

as the ‘New Art History’, which was rightly attempting to break down that 

linear story describing the advance of modern art from Impressionism to 

abstraction. As well as pushing the old Roger Fry favourites – Cézanne, 

Gauguin, Van Gogh et al – the exhibition made the case for their forgotten 

Parisian Symbolist and Naturalist ‘broadbrush’ contemporaries: the likes of 

Puvis de Chavannes and Bastien-Lepage, and their European 

contemporaries. It was this new approach that was adopted by the Musée 

d’Orsay, then being set up in Paris. I well remember the Orsay’s founding 

director Michel Laclotte and around ten of his colleagues, many to become 

great luminaries of the Parisian art world, coming to see the show en bloc. 

All of us then, Alan included, were to take over a restaurant in Chinatown 

in London, where we debated the merits of these new values. As I recall, 

Alan himself – always with his knowing, gentle smile – was equivocal on 

the question of whether these ‘new’ discoveries were ultimately a match for 

the true Impressionists. 

In 1980 Alan was finally to become director of the Tate Gallery, the 

position he held with distinction until 1988, making great acquisitions, 

especially in the more or less disregarded field in the UK of German art: 

Kirchner, Beckmann, Grosz and Beuys, Baselitz, Kiefer. In 1984, he also 

famously founded the Turner Prize, whose first recipient was the painter 

Malcolm Morley. Three years earlier, in 1981, I had put together, with 

Nicholas Serota and Christos Joachimides at the Royal Academy, the 

exhibition ‘A New Spirit in Painting’. Charles Saatchi, the omnivorous 

collector, was already a huge presence on the international art scene, and 

was investing heavily in many of the young artists included in the RA 

show. I remember Alan telling me that the Tate need not purchase work by 

these artists, whom he indeed believed to be significant – it would 

ultimately be given to the museum by Charles. Of course, things didn’t 

work out so smoothly – but the tangled story of the misunderstandings 

between Saatchi and the Tate is one for another time. 

Nonetheless, under Alan’s aegis, great works – such as Picasso’s Weeping 

Woman, which had belonged to Roland Penrose – found their way to 

Millbank. During Alan’s relatively short tenure of eight years, the Clore 

Gallery came about, and plans for the Tate Liverpool and St Ives were 

instigated. All these developments were of huge significance, paving the 
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way for the vast expansion of Tate’s reach across the UK, realised during 

the tenure of Alan’s successor, Nicholas Serota. 

After his retirement Alan became the director of the Henry Moore 

Foundation, and he naturally found more time to devote himself to the 

legacy of Barbara Hepworth. In recent years we met mostly at concerts – 

he and Sarah were devotees of classical music and serious contemporary 

music too: composers like Peter Maxwell Davis, Harrison Birtwistle, 

Thomas Ades, and many more British composers were central to their 

interests. They were regulars at all the London music venues, most 

especially the Wigmore Hall. 

Alan Bowness was a true man of ‘high culture’ – perhaps not the most 

fashionable thing nowadays. When Henry Moore died in 1986, I remember 

listening by chance to Alan on BBC radio’s Today programme on which, 

as I recall, he described Moore as ‘Probably the greatest sculptor since 

Michelangelo’ – a simple statement that, whether ‘true’ or not, hints at the 

genuine and quite particular passions of a man with a nonetheless rich and 

varied career. 

Norman Rosenthal was Exhibitions Secretary at the Royal Academy of Arts 

from 1977 until 2008. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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7. Tribute by Lucy Myers 

The following tribute by Lucy Myers, managing director of the publisher 

Lund Humphries, was posted on 8th March 2021. 

We were sad to learn of the death on 1st March 2021 of Sir Alan Bowness, 

who had a long and fruitful association with Lund Humphries. 

In the early 1960s, Alan Bowness became an informal editorial adviser to 

Lund Humphries and a regular author, contributing to the development of a 

growing programme of monographs and catalogues on contemporary artists 

in the period following the death in 1959 of Lund Humphries chairman 

chairman Peter Gregory. It was a role in which Alan was to continue for 

nearly 40 years. He provided Lund Humphries with an essential link to his 

extensive art-world contacts, as well as contributing insightful essays, 

introductions and forewords to many Lund Humphries books, but he also 

undertook much of the behind-the-scenes documentation of artists’ 

catalogues – the invisible editorial work which was a crucial element of 

those early publications. Despite an increasingly full professional life, he 

was unfailingly punctual in the delivery of his texts, which inevitably 

arrived written in his distinctive manuscript hand. 

  

 

  

In about 1963, Alan took over from David Sylvester the editorship of the 

Henry Moore Complete Sculpture Catalogue (the six-volume catalogue 

raisonné of Moore’s sculpture which had evolved from Lund 

Humphries’ 1944 volume on Moore), compiling Volumes 3 to 6, and 

during the 1960s and early 1970s he wrote or edited for Lund Humphries 

the first monographs on painters William Scott, Alan Davie and Ivon 

https://www.lundhumphries.com/blogs/mba/54765252-lund-humphries-landmarks-william-scott-paintings-edited-and-introduced-by-alan-bowness-with-contributions-from-michel-ragon-and-werner-schmalenbach-1964
https://www.lundhumphries.com/blogs/mba/alan-davie-and-lund-humphries
https://www.lundhumphries.com/blogs/mba/54765060-lund-humphries-landmarks-ivon-hitchens-edited-by-alan-bowness-with-an-essay-by-t-g-rosenthal-1973
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Hitchens. His catalogue of the Complete Sculpture of Barbara Hepworth 

1960-69 was published by Lund Humphries in 1971. 

  

 

 

  

While Director of The Henry Moore Foundation, Alan initiated the British 

Sculptors and Sculpture series, co-published by Lund Humphries and the 

Foundation between 1991 and 2015, and wrote a volume for the series 

himself on the sculpture and drawings of Bernard Meadows, published in 

1995. 

Alan’s writing on art and artists was pithy, perceptive and thought-

provoking. Reproduced below are a few short extracts from some of the 

https://www.lundhumphries.com/blogs/mba/54765060-lund-humphries-landmarks-ivon-hitchens-edited-by-alan-bowness-with-an-essay-by-t-g-rosenthal-1973
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many texts which he wrote for Lund Humphries between the early 1960s 

and the late 1990s. 

-- Lucy Myers, Managing Director, Lund Humphries.  

  

  

 
  

On William Scott: 

The value of William Scott’s painting, as I see it, is that it celebrates certain 

human qualities – or if you prefer, an attitude to life – that the artist himself 

admires and would have us admire. These qualities are embodied in the 
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paintings themselves, so that when we look at the works of art, we are 

made aware of feelings that the artist wants to communicate. It is a half-

unconscious reaction, lying too deep for words, and none the worse for 

being so. 

-- From Introduction to William Scott: Paintings, 1964 

  

 

 

  

On Alan Davie: 
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Davie’s work is a confession, a declaration, a personal search for 

illumination: that it has a relevance beyond himself is for the artist a happy 

accident. He is not concerned with self-expression, nor with 

communication, nor with the depiction of reality, although one might say 

that the search for reality provides the motivation of his art. Painting is for 

him a symbolic expression of life itself; and life a search for the unknown 

and the seemingly impossible. 

-- From ‘Notes on the Paintings of Alan Davie’ in Alan Davie, 1967 

  

 

  

On Bernard Meadows: 

In his work Meadows has been obsessed with the representation of fear, 

first with frightened birds, and then with frightening armed figures. It is 

only in the latter part of his long career that the mood changes, and a more 

sensuous, erotic element invades the sculptures and drawings, but even 

then apprehension is not far away. 

-- From ‘Meadows and “the Geometry of Fear”’ in Bernard Meadows: 

Sculpture and Drawings, 1995 
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On Herbert Read: 

Read was a great communicator, and an activist, who wanted to change 

people’s ideas and make things happen. He espoused a large number of 

causes, promoted them by his writing and lecturing, and, by and large, saw 

them through to success. His view of modern art, as expressed first in Art 

Now (1933) and outrageously revolutionary in the England of the early 

thirties, was to become the orthodoxy. […] Discovering the range and 

eloquence of his writing was a personal education that no one else 

provided. 

-- From ‘Herbert Read: A Foreword’ in Herbert Read: A British Vision of 

World Art, 1993. 
_____________________________________________________________________ 


