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Introduction

A very large collection of books and exhibition catalogues was generously 
donated by Peter and Renate Nahum in December 2012. This was 
transformative for the Paul Mellon Centre’s Library collection, considerably 
enhancing our holdings on twentieth-century British art. The donation 
comprises thousands of books, exhibition catalogues, and journals. This 
display focuses on publications from the collection that were crucial to 
circulating knowledge and ideas about modern art in Britain from the 1930s 
through to the 1950s. Contained within the Peter & Renate Nahum Gift 
are some of the most significant modernist periodicals and publications 
of this period: Unit One, Axis, and The London Bulletin. These publications 
championed not only the work of British artists such as Barbara Hepworth, 
Paul Nash, and Henry Moore, but they also reproduced images by artists 
from across the globe. Through these publications, we can track how groups 
of artists, critics, writers, publishers, and booksellers worked collaboratively, 
and often against the grain, to promote contemporary art in Britain. Each 
display case focuses on one of the three publications named above and a 
selection of the artists and writers most closely associated with them. Also 
on display are two paintings connected with this display, generously loaned 
to us by Peter and Renate Nahum (Items 1 and 2).

Peter and Renate Nahum ran “Peter Nahum At The Leicester Galleries” in 
St James’s for 25 years and continue to advise on art. Before becoming an 
art dealer, Peter Nahum was a senior director of Sotheby’s and head of the 
Victorian and Modern British departments. He is also an author and was a 
regular contributor to the Antiques Roadshow on BBC TV for 22 years. He 
is the project coordinator and site builder of the Burne-Jones Catalogue 
Raisonné, www.eb-j.org.

This booklet contains an interview between Peter Nahum and Sarah 
Victoria Turner, Deputy Director for Research at the Paul Mellon Centre, 
discussing how and why the book collection was formed, followed by an 
annotated bibliography. 

1

Convolvulus, Paul Nash, 1930 

2

Into the deep, John Armstrong RA, 1933 

Front cover of Item 26

https://www.eb-j.org/
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Interview

Sarah Victoria Turner: How did you become interested in modern British 
art? Where did it all begin?

Peter Nahum: Well, I can sort of trace it through from my father. He owned 
some quite good Henry Moore sculpture and a work by Stanley Spencer. He 
had Adoration of a Young Woman by Spencer in his office. So I sort of grew 
up with art. In 1971, I’d been at Sotheby’s for five years and I started the 
Victorian painting department with Jamie McLean at Sotheby’s Belgravia. 
I was head of that department from 1971 until 1980; it was the end of 1983 
when I left. However, for myself, I collected mostly twentieth-century 
British avant-garde art. I bought prints by Claude Flight and then Sybil 
Andrews, who’s the other Canadian Grosvenor School printmaker. And I 
had other modern British things. I went with Bill Waters, who is the great 
Burne-Jones expert, to see Winifred Nicholson, the artist. She was also 
the granddaughter of George Howard, Earl of Carlisle and a great friend 
of Burne-Jones. I bought an oil by her of Kate, her daughter, sitting on a 
beach, in a frame made by Ben Nicholson. It was fantastic! And I bought 
another portrait of their maid, which she had done in the 1930s or 1940s. 
So, I started a personal collection of modern British art, then I established 
my own gallery at the beginning of 1984. Just before the gallery opened, 
I laid out on the floor four or five pictures and I can’t remember them 
all, but one was by Alastair Morton, a wonderful abstract. I thought to 
myself: “These are not pictures. These are young people living through very 
disturbed and difficult times.” I mean both exciting and difficult.

SVT: What was it like to start a gallery focusing on modern British art in the 
1980s?

PN: To be honest, when I started, I didn’t have the slightest clue! But I 
bought a huge amount of works by British avant-garde artists. In total, I 
spent 25 years collecting and putting it together. I made little postage stamp 
photographs of the collection and I laid them all out in an album in the way 
I thought they should go. Not many people understood it. But I showed 
them to the art critic Mel Gooding and he got it immediately. He named the 
collection the “Poetry of Crisis”.

SVT: Which artists were you particularly interested in?
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Peter and Renate Nahum

PN: My two main artists were John Tunnard and John Armstrong. I first 
bought a painting by Tunnard in the late 1960s, I think. Eventually, I had 22 
or 25 of the best John Tunnards, but they’re mostly gone now; I’ve got two 
left in my collection. But we collected all sorts of people.

SVT: Where were you buying from? Was it a mixture of auctions, art 
exhibitions, artist’s estates?

PN: I was getting it everywhere. I had to fish where no one else was fishing. 
I don’t do artist’s estates. Lots of dealers do and that’s how they make their 
living, but I don’t do that. So artists always like me, because I never bullied 
them into selling me stuff! I bought from auction. I bought from other 
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galleries, such as the Mayor Gallery. I was buying things which only now are 
coming out of the woodwork, like work by Ithell Colquhoun. She was very 
underrated then.

SVT: So, you’ve seen a real change in the fortunes and reputations of a lot 
of these artists?

PN: Well, I think the art market goes up and down. I mean, there are 
paintings that are making less now than when I was selling them in 1971 at 
Sotheby’s. That’s how it goes.

SVT: Tell us about the library collection you also built up at the same time. 
How did that work fit alongside your art collection?

PN: Well, when I was at Sotheby’s, I built up a huge library on Victorian 
painting. When I left and I started the gallery, I started buying books. But 
the thing is, I don’t use art books like academics do, but I’ve always bought 
books because I believe they are the mainstay of any collection. When I 
bought a painting, I often tried to find publications connected with the 
artist. There are lots of treasures in the library collection. I gave the PMC 
everything in the library and some of it’s very personal.

Peter Nahum's library stamp
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SVT: The publications that we focus on in the Drawing Room Display 
capture something of the spirit of a moment: the idea of collaborating, of 
artists coming together to try and change the status quo, and promote a 
kind of modern artistic internationalism. You do get the sense in all these 
publications that these artists are trying to shift something by becoming a 
“unit”, by banding together and trying to change the direction of British art, 
not only within the UK, but particularly in conversation with artists from the 
Continent.

PN: Yes, indeed. I think it also helped hugely to have a champion, a guru, 
and these artists had Herbert Read. You need that kind of support!

SVT: And Read is associated with nearly all of the publications on display 
here. 

PN: It’s very difficult to actually analyse something that you’re swimming 
through. When you are in a position to look back on a period, it’s dead easy, 
but when you’re swimming through it, it’s not easy at all to sort it all out 
and you need people who get it. Herbert Read got it. He really understood 
artists.

SVT: Do you think that it’s about an intuitive visual sense more than 
anything?

PN: Absolutely! It’s about actually knowing what art is. Art—you have to 
go back to the basics of what art is. What ticks within an artist, but that’s 
not enough, they have to be able to do it and they have to be able to do it 
brilliantly.

SVT: There is one artist who is connected with all three of our main 
publications (Unit One, Axis, and The London Bulletin) and that’s Paul Nash.

PN: Well, Paul Nash is my hero, really. Paul Nash is very important. I think 
the one thing is—not being an academic—I look on artists absolutely as 
human beings and as very frail human beings. These people were struggling 
every day. One of the important things about using your talent is to be 
prepared to fail—and Nash fails. There are lots of wishy-washy watercolours 
and not very good things. In order to produce the great work, you have to 
be prepared to fail and he’s prepared to fail; that makes him a great artist.
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SVT: Let’ go back to the collection and your decision to donate it to the 
PMC. I am interested in what you hoped would happen with it and how it 
might be used by researchers. 

PN: I want it to be accessible to everybody and this is the one library in 
England in which anybody can walk in and look at material. I think that’s 
terribly, terribly important. What is collecting about? It’s about curiosity 
and learning and when you have learned something, you want to pass it 
on. There’s lots of stuff in these publications that I haven’t got the slightest 
clue about because I probably barely opened them, you know, but to me, 
it’s very important. With all these publications, you just have to flip through 
them and you see wonderful things. Some things you know very well and 
other things you don’t know at all. And then there are artists you don’t know 
and some are lost forever. These publications are art objects in their own 
right. We should all work hand in hand. There are those of us who are visual 
people and those that are academic and we should work together because 
it’s very important. We shouldn’t say “dirty dealer”, or “egghead academic”; 
what we should say is that we all have our own talents and that we should 
put them together.

Plate facing p.47 from Item 18
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Upright display case

3 & 4

Herbert Read (ed.), Unit 1: The 
Modern Movement in English 
Architecture, Painting and Sculpture 
(London: Cassell, 1934)
LR: 094 REA

This publication, edited by the art 
critic Herbert Read, coincided 
with the Unit One exhibition that 
was held at the Mayor Gallery in 
London, and that subsequently 
toured around the UK. Other 
members of the group, besides 
Hepworth, Moore, and Nash, 
included John Armstrong, John 
Bigge, Edward Burra, Tristram Hillier, 
Ben Nicholson, Edward Wadsworth, 
as well as the two architects Wells 
Coates and Colin Lucas (material 
about Lucas is also held in the 
Dennis Sharp Archive at the Paul 
Mellon Centre). Read described 
these artists in the Introduction 
to the book as “leaders of the 
modern movement in art and 
architecture in England”. What 
bound these artists together was 
not allegiance to a particular style, 
but what Nash described as “the 
expression of a truly contemporary 

spirit”. For Read, there was unity 
in the diversity of practice and 
style represented by the different 
artists. He observed that the title 
of the group and the publication 
“combines the idea of unity—Unit—
with that of individuality—One”.

Displayed are two copies of the 
book. The second copy is open at 
the section on Barbara Hepworth. 

Front cover of Item 3 and 4
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5 5

Herbert Read (Intro.), Barbara 
Hepworth: Carvings and Drawings 
(London: Lund Humphries, 1952)
LR: 7 HEPW(B).R

This was a landmark publication 
in Hepworth’s career and the first 
major monograph to be published 
on her. It came at an important 
juncture for her, when she was 
receiving international attention—
her work had just represented 
Britain at the 25th Venice Biennale 
in 1950. An Introduction was 
supplied by one of the artist’s key 
champions, Herbert Read. The rest 
of the publication consisted of 
photographs of Hepworth’s carvings 
and drawings, many taken by the 
artist herself, and six statements 
written by Hepworth about different 
periods in her career. The book 
displayed is open at Hepworth’s 
observations about the years 1934–
1939. In October 1934, Hepworth 
gave birth to triplets. She started 
carving again in the next month 
and observed that her work had 
changed direction. “It was more 
formal and all traces of naturalism 
has disappeared.” Hepworth 
observed that by 1935, the artists 
who had formed Unit One had: 
"quite naturally it seemed, split 
and joined the two new groups—
Constructive on the one hand, and 
Surrealist on the other. For the 
next four years these expanding 

groups presented the main streams 
of activity in the visual and literary 
arts."

6

Herbert Read (Intro.), Henry Moore: 
Sculpture and Drawings, 2nd edn 
(London: Lund Humphries, 1946)
LR: 7 MOOR(H).R

Lund Humphries have played a 
crucial role in the development 
of arts publishing in Britain (the 
London offices were at 12 Bedford 
Square). This large and generously 
illustrated book—first published 
in 1944 during the Second World 
War, with a second edition in 1946 
and several editions thereafter—
positioned Moore as one of the 
most important artists of his 
generation. Read’s Introduction 
placed his works in an international 
context of world art history, 
including sculpture from Mexico, 
West Africa, and Cycladean Greece, 
along with that of Naum Gabo and 
Constantin Brancusi. Wartime 
privations meant that most of the 
photographs were in black and 
white, but a few dramatic colour 
plates were “tipped-in”.

Above: Front cover of Item 5

Below: Fig. 92c of Item 6
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Fig. 32 & 33 of Item 7
7 

William Gibson, Lillian Browse, 
Barbara Hepworth: Sculptress 
(London: Faber and Faber Limited 
for the Shenval Press, 1946). (Ariel 
books on the arts).
LR: 7 HEPW(B).G

The illustrations in this book were 
also supplied by Hepworth (called 
“Miss Hepworth” throughout 
the text). It is clear from the 
black and white photography 
that Hepworth was interested 

in the aesthetic qualities of the 
image. Often dramatically lit, the 
photographs convey a sense of 
the weight, materiality, and texture 
of Hepworth’s sculpture. The 
availability of “pocketable volumes” 
such as the Ariel books on the Arts 
series, edited by Lillian Browse, 
was crucial in developing the 
public reputation of artists in the 
immediate post-war period. 
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88

Naum Gabo, Ben Nicholson: 
Catalogue: Exhibition of Still Life 
Paintings ([London]: Alex. Reid & 
Lefevre Ltd, 1937)
LR: 094 NIC

9

T.W. Earp, Paintings by John 
Armstrong (London: Alex. Reid & 
Lefevre Ltd, [1938]) 
LR: 7 ARMS (PAMPHLET)

10

Edward Burra (London: Lefevre 
Gallery, 1952)
LR: 7 BURR (PAMPHLET) 

These three catalogues all 
document exhibitions at the Lefevre 
Gallery, which had been established 
by Alex Reid and Ernest Lefevre in 
1926. Commercial and independent 
galleries offered important spaces 
in which to view contemporary 
art and the catalogues are key 
documents in mapping the market 
for modern and avant-garde art in 
twentieth-century Britain. The use 
of bold san-serif typography for the 
Nicholson and Armstrong catalogues 
conveys the modernist spirit of 
these exhibitions. The Russian 
Constructivist artist Naum Gabo, 
who had moved to Britain in 1939, 
and who settled in St Ives, wrote 

the essay for Nicholson’s exhibition. 
Emphasizing the international 
networks of modernism, Gabo 
wrote: 

For us foreigners his [Nicholson's] 
name has already been for many 
years synonymous with the 
representative of the Modern 
among the younger generation 
in England. The special character 
of his individual efforts and the 
outstanding merits of his recent 
Absolute painting have placed 
him in the avant guarde [sic] of 
the international Constructive 
Movement in art.
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Large flat display case

Journals and periodical publications 
were crucial organs for circulating 
new ideas about modern art. They 
were often provocative, produced 
fairly quickly, and used striking 
design and typography to announce 
their presence. This case features 
Axis, one of the most important 
modern art journals in twentieth-
century Britain. Featured alongside 
these are publications by Paul 
Nash, an artist associated with Unit 
One, Axis, and The London Bulletin 
and one of Peter Nahum’s “artist-
heroes”.

11

AXIS: A Quarterly Review of 
Contemporary “Abstract” Painting 
& Sculpture ([London]: [M. Evans], 
1935–1937), No. 6 (Summer 1936)
LR: JOURNALS—RARE BOOKS 

Axis was edited by the writer and 
opera librettist Myfanwy Evans and 
it ran for two years. Jasia Reichardt 
surmised that the “seriousness of 
approach and the international 
flavour of Axis has made it probably 
the most significant contemporary 
art review to have ever been 
published in England.” Encouraged 
by the French painter Jean Hélion, 
Axis was often seen as the British 
counterpart to the French journal 
Abstraction-Création. The quotation 

marks around the word “abstract” 
indicate Evans’ reluctance to pin 
down any strict definitions of 
abstraction. 

12

John Piper, “Prehistory from the 
Air”, AXIS: A Quarterly Review of 
Contemporary “Abstract” Painting 
& Sculpture ([London]: [Myfanwy 
Evans], 1935–1937), No. 8 (Early 
Winter 1937) 
LR: JOURNALS—RARE BOOKS

This article by John Piper typifies 
the heady mix of cosmopolitanism 
and an antiquarian interest in the 
ancient history of the British Isles 
pursued by a number of artists in 
the Axis circle. Piper juxtaposes an 
eighteenth-century engraving of 
Silbury Hill in Wiltshire, an aerial 
photograph of the same site, and an 
abstract painting by Joan Miró. For 
Piper, flying rendered the landscape 
abstract: “Flying (whether we do 
it ourselves or not)”, reads the 
first sentence of the article, “has 
changed our sense of space and 
forms and vistas enormously. From 
the air, hills flatten out and towns 
are seen at a glance in the sense or 
nonsense of their planning.”

Front cover of Item 11
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Front cover of Item 15

13 & 14

Myfanwy Evans, The Painter’s Object 
(London: Gerald Howe Ltd, 1937)
LR: 094 EVA

This collection of essays of writing 
by artists was published when 
Myfanwy Evans was also immersed 
in editing Axis. Her role as an 
editor put her at the heart of the 
British avant-garde. She explained 
her rationale for the book in her 
Introduction for the collection, 
saying, “Artists don’t usually write 

unless they have something to 
say, and they have a directness 
of approach and lack of literary 
prejudice that makes their writing 
extraordinarily exciting to read.” The 
essays, she wrote, are “varied, and 
not meant to uphold any special 
creed”.  Displayed alongside the 
book is a cutting from its dust 
jacket.
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Herbert Read, Paul Nash, 3rd edn 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1948). 
(Penguin modern painters)
LR: 7 NASH (PAMPHLET)

This book was published in the 
influential Penguin Modern Painters 
series, edited by Sir Kenneth Clark. 
Nash’s striking Equivalents for the 
Megaliths (1935, Tate) perfectly fits 
the landscape format of this slim 
publication, designed to be mass-
produced. The essay was written by 
Nash’s long-time champion, Herbert 
Read.

16

Paul Nash, Aerial Flowers (Oxford: 
Counterpoint Publications, 1947)
LR: 094 NAS (PAMPHLET)  

Shortly before his death in 1946, 
Nash designed this essay, which 
focuses on his fascination with 
flight and the sky. It was issued 
by his friends in 1947, as a kind of 
memorial, and in a limited edition of 
1,000. This is number 821.

Front cover of Item 16
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17

A.E., Dark Weeping A.E.: Designs by 
Paul Nash (London: Faber & Faber, 
[1929])
LR: 094 DAR (PAMPHLET)  

Nash was interested in designing 
for books, as well as for wallpaper, 
fabric, and interiors, throughout 
his career. His interest in symbolist 
poetry was also long-standing; he 
had been drawn to visionary poets 
such as the Irish poet A.E. (George 
Russell) from an early age. Nash uses 
doors and windows in this design 
to suggest to the reader that they 
are about to cross a threshold into 
another world. 

18

Paul Nash, Room and Book (London: 
Soncino Press, 1932)
LR: 094 NAS 

Nash was a multi-disciplinary artist, 
working across art and design. 
This book, the only one that he 
wrote and published during his 
lifetime, covered architecture, 
interior design, furnishing, and the 
design of books. It accompanied an 
exhibition at the Zwemmer Gallery 
in London and was favourably 
reviewed in the press. The theme 
of the book was that the modern 
movement was a reinvention of the 
classical tradition, especially the 
architectural ideals promoted by 
Robert Adam and Sir John Soane in 
the Georgian period. 

Front cover of Item 17
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Small flat display case

The surrealist movement in Britain 
gathered together an eclectic 
mix of artists and writers. It was 
championed by Herbert Read, who 
was closely involved with many of 
the other publications on display 
here. Read often drew on the 
romantic and visionary aspects of 
British culture, referencing artists 
such as William Blake and Samuel 
Palmer, when introducing Surrealism 
to a British audience.

1919

E.L.T. Mesens, London Bulletin 
(London: London Gallery, 1938–
1940), No. 18–20 (June 1940) 
LR: JOURNALS—RARE BOOKS

The London Bulletin was the most 
influential surrealist periodical 
in Britain. Edited by the Belgian 
artist and writer E.L.T. Mesens with 
the assistance of Roland Penrose 
and Gordon Onslow-Ford, it ran 
between 1938 and 1940 with 20 
numbers being issued over this 
time period. It was first published 
by the London Gallery and later 
on by A. Zwemmer, an important 
bookseller on Charing Cross Road in 
London. It carried an eclectic mix 
of manifesto-like texts, poetry, art 
works, and advertisements. It also 
published anti-Fascist messages, 
including the striking “Fight Hitler” 
call to action published in June 
1940. 

Left: Page 1 of Item 19

Right: Front cover of Item 19
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20 & 2120 & 21

Herbert Read (ed.), André Breton, 
Hugh Sykes Davies, Paul Éluard, 
Georges Hugnet, Surrealism 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1936)
Closed copy kindly lent by Peter 
Harrington Rare Books
LR: 094 REA

Herbert Read took on the challenge 
of explaining and championing 
Surrealism to a British audience. 
Many of his closest artist-allies, 
such as Nash and Moore, were 
involved with the movement. Read 
had written the Introduction to 
the catalogue of the controversial 
International Surrealist Exhibition, 
held at the New Burlington Galleries 
in Mayfair on 11 June–4 July. This 
book’s striking collage dust jacket 
is by Roland Penrose and it was 
illustrated with photographs of 
works by artists closely associated 
with the movement, such as Eileen 
Agar. Read was keen to stress the 
particularities of this art movement: 
“From the moment of its birth 
Surrealism was an international 
phenomenon—the spontaneous 
generation of an international and 
fraternal organism” .

2222

Hanover Gallery, Recent Paintings: 
Eileen Agar (London: Hanover 
Gallery, 1949)
LR: 7 AGAR (PAMPHLET)

The Hanover Gallery represented 
Agar for a number of years. It 
had been established in 1946 by 
Erica Brausen, and became one of 
London’s most influential galleries of 
modern art.

23

Herbert Read, Art and Society, new 
and revised edn (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1945)
LR: 7.01 REA 

Herbert Read’s writing cannot be 
underestimated when assessing 
the seismic shifts experienced 
in the art world of the twentieth 
century. A friend to many artists, he 
tirelessly wrote about their work and 
defended modern art from many 
of the less-than-accepting critics 
working for the British press. He also 
saw it as his mission to explain what 
he saw as the universal aspects 
of art and its broader relation to 
society.

Front cover of Item 23
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2424

Paul Nash (foreword), Recent 
Paintings by Michael Rothenstein 
and Eileen Agar (London: Redfern 
Gallery, [1942])
LR: 7 ROTH (PAMPHLET) 

Galleries could be places of 
surprising juxtapositions; this was 
the case at the Redfern Gallery’s 
wartime exhibition of Michael 
Rothenstein and Eileen Agar’s 
paintings. In his foreword for the 
catalogue, Paul Nash describes Agar 
as one of the “discoveries” of the 
International Surrealist Exhibition 
in 1936, extolling the “element of 
poetic mystery” in her work and her 
capacity for “imaginative expression 
in several forms”, including painting, 
photography, and constructions 
made from found objects.

2525

Desmond Shawe-Taylor (ed.), The 
Arts (London: Lund Humphries, 
1946–1947), No. 1 (1946) 
LR: JOURNALS—RARE BOOKS

26

Desmond Shawe-Taylor (ed.), The 
Arts (London: Lund Humphries, 
1946–1947), No. 2 (1947)
LR: JOURNALS—RARE BOOKS

Peter Nahum suggested that he 
probably bought these issues of The 
Arts journal, edited by the music 
critic Desmond Shawe-Taylor, for 
their covers: one was designed 
by Edward Bawden and the other 
by John Tunnard, an artist greatly 
admired and collected by Nahum.

Front cover of Item 25

Special thanks are owed to Peter and Renate Nahum for generously giving 
us their insights about the collection and lending us their artworks for the 

duration of this display. Thanks also to Peter Harrington Rare Books for 
loaning us their beautiful edition of Surrealism by Herbert Read. 

This display has been co-ordinated by Sarah Victoria Turner, Emma Floyd 
and Bryony Botwright-Rance. We would like to thank Jenny Hill for her 
invaluable help with the display. The brochure text is written by Sarah 

Victoria Turner. 
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The Centre is confident that it has carried out due diligence in its use of copyrighted  
material as required by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (as amended).

If you have any queries relating to the Centre’s use of intellectual property,  
please contact: copyright@paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk

For more information about our research Collections see our website:  
www.paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk. Alternatively contact us by email at  

collections@paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk or phone 020 7580 0311

mailto:copyright@paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk
https://www.paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk/
mailto:collections@paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk

	Modern Art and Publishing between 1935 and 1955: The Peter & Renate Nahum Gift 23 September 2019 – 17 January 2020
	Introduction
	1
	2

	Interview
	Upright display case
	3 & 4
	5
	6
	7 
	8
	9
	10

	Large flat display case
	11
	12
	13 & 14
	15
	16
	17
	18

	Small flat display case
	19
	20 & 21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26


	Blank Page



