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Abstract:
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Nancy Bell’s Elementary History of Art and the British Origins of
Popular Art History
by Amy Von Lintel

In the early twentieth century, British art critics Roger Fry and Clive Bell proposed rigid
distinctions between what they saw as the advanced aesthetics of French modern art and the
retrograde, content-oriented art of Victorian Britain.[1] Important recent scholarship has
challenged such dismissals of nineteenth-century British art, arguing for the distinct
advancements of Victorian artists and for broader definitions of the avant-garde.[2] My study
proposes a similar rethinking of British art-history writing and publishing between the 1870s
and the 1910s. Alongside the dismissals of Victorian art production, scholars have generally
ignored the art-historical developments of nineteenth-century Britain in light of continental
advances. Between 1813 and 1900, German, French, Italian, Swiss, and Austrian universities
founded disciplinary programs of art history as training grounds for professional scholars.[3]
Similar programs in Britain only appeared in the twentieth century, during the 1930s with the
founding of the Courtauld Institute.[4]

A longstanding bias among art historians toward the rise of their field as an academic discipline
has overshadowed parallel trends beyond the academy. If we widen our lens to consider
alternative versions of art history’s history—especially those considered retrograde and
narrative-focused, not unlike Victorian art—we discover that Britain became the birthplace of
a popularly accessible art history with a distinctly modern profile. The plethora of widely read
histories of art published in Victorian Britain propelled the field forward in crucial but still
unrecognized ways. To explore the rise and significance of British popular art history, this essay
focuses on an understudied publication issued in six editions between 1874 and 1906: Nancy
Bell’s Elementary History of Art.[5] Because of its dates, as well as its status as an introductory
survey for a general audience, Bell’s book offers a revealing case study. While accounting for the
work as an example of art-historical writing, I also draw attention to its hybrid text-image
format that incorporated visual illustrations embedded within, and in dialogue with, its written
texts (fig. 1). The plentiful black-and-white images in Bell’s book made exemplary works of art
visually available for readers. The book’s format represents how accessible art histories in
Britain were particularly visual in orientation and set lasting standards for the illustrated
survey as a key genre in the field.[6]

Lintel: Nancy Bell’s Elementary History of Art and the British Origins of Popular Art History
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 14, no. 2 (Summer 2015)

161



Fig. 1, Unknown artists, Illustration of Augustus of Primaporta, no. 67, n.d. N. D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], Elementary

History of Art: An Introduction to Ancient and Modern Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, Music (New York: Scribner,

Welford, and Armstrong, 1876): 208. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [larger image]

In the final decades of the 1800s, the foundational structures of art history were still being
established in Europe and America. Publications such as Bell’s Elementary History of Art helped
to construct, reinforce, and circulate these new structures. However, as the field of art history
matured into the twentieth century, began writing its own historiography from within the
academy, and gained establishment as an international academic discipline, contributions such
as Nancy Bell’s were effectively erased. While the earlier editions of Bell’s Elementary History of
Art demonstrate the rise of popular art history in nineteenth-century Britain, Bell’s later
editions reflect the decline of this trend. When the Victorian era slowly blended into
modernism, a neatly packaged “elementary history of art” became increasingly messy and
complex. What was once comfortably graspable for readers, both mentally and physically,
became unwieldy. The clear narratives of Bell’s earlier editions dissolved into dense lists of
artists’ names, while the volume expanded to accommodate them, creating a squat and heavy
object that no longer fit as comfortably in the hand. The thriving culture of populist art history
that centered in Victorian Britain began to wane at the turn of the century, and it would not
resurface with the same fervor until our own age of the Internet, when worldwide art is now
virtually, if not physically, available for global audiences at the touch of a button.

Typical of its modernity when first released in 1874, Bell’s Elementary History of Art blended high
and low culture into a single tangible format. It provided readers with access to the epitome of
high culture, presenting them with easily digestible knowledge about works of art as the
ultimate achievements of human creation. Indeed, many of the art objects featured in Bell’s
book remain canonical and revered to this day: from the winged bulls of Assyria (fig. 2), the
Parthenon sculptures, and the Spanish Alhambra to the Hagia Sophia, the Augustus of
Primaporta (fig. 1), and the painted catacombs in Rome; from the Van Eyck brothers’ Ghent
Altarpiece, Ghiberti’s Gates of Paradise, Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel frescoes, and Leonardo’s Last
Supper, to the prints of Albrecht Dürer and Rembrandt van Rijn. At the same time, Bell’s book
offered its high-culture information in a functional and affordable format for buyers well
beyond elite scholars and wealthy book collectors. It was mass-produced on steam presses,
while its plainly printed text-image pages were machine-sewn into a sturdy cloth binding that
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presupposed frequent use rather than mere display (fig. 3). The book’s various editions were
continuously printed in compact, handbook formats for portability and convenient storage in a
modest space, such as a travel bag. Its illustrations likewise employed the most functional and
industrial medium at the time: wood engravings. This format predominated in widely
circulating publications—such as the Illustrated London News established in 1842 and its many
imitators—until its general replacement by the halftone photograph in the 1890s.[7] As relief
images, wood engravings could be printed simultaneously with relief type, keeping production
costs low. Wood engravings could also be cheaply replicated through the technologies of
stereotyping and electrotyping and thus reused again and again by publishers.[8]

Fig. 2, Unknown artists, Illustration of Assyrian Winged Bulls from the Palace of Khorsabad, no. 7, n.d. N.

D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], Elementary History of Art: An Introduction to Ancient and Modern Architecture, Sculpture,

Painting, Music (New York: Scribner, Welford, and Armstrong, 1876): 18. Wood engraving. Photo by author.

[larger image]

Fig. 3, Unknown artists, Cover, N. D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture-Sculpture-

Painting-Music (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, & Rivington, 1882). Cloth and board. Photo by

author. [imperfections in original] [larger image]
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Alongside the book’s portable and low-cost format, Bell’s straightforward narratives
constructed memorable and manageable descriptions of historical change that avoided
theoretical and scholarly argumentation. Bell was not an academic scholar with a university
degree. As a woman, she received no formal training in the field, but gained her expertise
through travel and first-hand studies of art and through her linguistic proficiency in several
European languages that allowed her to draw from primary documents and continental
scholarship.[9] Bell’s lack of a formal education, moreover, gave her a meaningful connection
with her self-educating audience. This connection no doubt helped her many art-history
writings sell well for decades. Between 1870 and 1910, Bell authored no less than eight full-
length studies, including biographies on such artists as Gainsborough, Whistler, and Raphael; an
art guide to Europe; and numerous journal articles on art and artists.[10]

Bell issued her Elementary History of Art in 1874 under a gender-neutral and very French-
sounding pseudonym: N. D’Anvers—N. for Nancy and Anvers for the Antwerp birthplace of her
Belgian father, Pierre Meugens.[11] Bell evidently sought to construct her authorial reputation
under the guise of a continental and presumably male scholar. Reviewers in the press
responded accordingly, describing with unhesitant praise the successful publication of “Mr.
D’Anvers.”[12] However, Bell’s pedagogical approach and her direct writing style unburdened by
pedantry belied such a scholarly identity. In 1895, when she changed her author name to “Mrs.
Arthur Bell,” she had already established her reputation with publishers.[13] With this change
she perhaps wished to draw on her husband’s relative fame as an artist and illustrator, but she
also foregrounded her identity as a respectable Victorian wife and mother.[14] The audience for
Bell’s art-history writings likely included many wives and mothers, who claimed some
responsibility for the education of their families. Bell mentioned “young people” in particular
as target readers for her book.[15] Since art history was not a subject taught in British schools at
the time, children would have received any art-historical education in their home directed by
tutors or their parents.

As early as the 1830s, the history of art featured prominently in Britain as a subject for self-
educational publishing. A pioneer in this trend was the Penny Magazine, an affordable pictorial
weekly for the reading masses first published in London in 1832 by Charles Knight.[16] The
magazine provided short informational articles on a wide variety of subjects, the majority
illustrated with large and detailed images. Among the most popular and recurring subjects in
the Penny Magazine were features on art and artists. Bell’s Elementary History of Art drew directly
on conventions set by the Penny Magazine. Both employed the same mixing of narrative
description with pictorial wood engravings, offering similar text-image dialogues to satisfy a
public hungry for easy lessons in cultural knowledge. Though wood engravings based on line
drawings were not ideal for studying art history from a stylistic point of view, given their
efficiency and affordability they were featured internationally in popular art histories until the
early 1900s.[17] To be sure, the standards of illustrated art-history publishing were defined first
through wood engravings and only later through photography, the medium that still
predominates today. As one reviewer of Bell’s Elementary History of Art noted, “Even when not
artistically fine, [the book’s illustrations] are useful as diagrams” (figs. 1, 2).[18] Many of the
images in Bell’s survey were small with a drawn and colorless linearity that prohibited mimetic
tonalities. Bell’s 1897 monograph on Thomas Gainsborough described the different functions
of photographs versus wood engravings in Victorian histories of art. The individual style of an
artist, Bell’s preface observed, can only be captured by direct or photographic reproductions,
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and thus Bell’s study of Gainsborough selected the more expensive medium of photogravure.
[19] In contrast, such focused connoisseurship of artistic styles was not the purpose of Bell’s 
Elementary History of Art, which aimed instead to provide introductory learning about broad
developments in an affordable format, and so wood engravings sufficed.

Bell’s first edition, a single-volume handbook of several hundred pages and 122 wood
engravings, claimed to offer an “elementary” and therefore both manageable and teachable art
history. The Penny Magazine had given readers a disjointed smattering of art-historical
knowledge: one issue, for example, featured a work from ancient Greece, and the next discussed
a Hindu cave temple in India. Bell’s book, by contrast, collected and organized such lessons into
a comprehensive chronology, providing a single discrete history of art with a clear beginning
and end. Bell and her publishers believed that a closed and largely unchanging system of art
history could be defined for readers, and the book was marketed in this light.

The work to establish a stable and systematic art history had begun first in German-language
scholarship, with the studies of Franz Kugler. An academically trained professor of art history in
Berlin, Kugler issued his Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte in 1842, which still stands as the first
unillustrated survey history of art.[20] Other German surveys followed, including Wilhelm
Lübke’s illustrated Grundriss der Kunstgeschichte from 1860.[21] Bell’s Elementary History of Art
drew closely upon Lübke’s Grundriss, both in its organization and in its recycling of the same
wood engravings for the majority of its images (fig. 2).[22] Although Bell did not mention
Lübke’s book by name, she admitted that “the framework and the greater number of the
illustrations are borrowed, with the permission of the publishers, from a small ‘Guide to the
History of Art’ which has long been in use in German schools.”[23] Borrowing already-published
illustrations, rather than commissioning new images to be produced, significantly lowered the
production cost and thus the sales price of Bell’s book. Also drawing on the models of Lübke’s 
Grundriss, Bell divided her history of art into set categories, such as the “ancient” and “modern”
eras; the ancient period covered global art up to the Middle Ages and the modern age
incorporated everything post-Renaissance in Europe. The subtitle of Bell’s book—“An
Introduction to Ancient and Modern [Art]”—highlights this approach. Both Lübke and Bell
initially hesitated to discuss living artists among their chapters, arguing that the reputations of
contemporary artists had not yet been established and thus had no place in a history of art.[24]
The historical past and the contemporary present were apparently at odds in these early
surveys.

Despite their shared organization, information, and images, however, Bell’s book circulated
among a different audience than Lübke’s, especially in Britain. Whereas Lübke’s original 1860
German edition was issued as a single compact volume, the publishers Smith, Elder and Co. in
London—also the publishers of John Ruskin’s books—expanded their English translation of
Lübke’s Grundriss into two larger volumes in 1868.[25] The price of this translation, listed at 42
shillings, was significantly higher than that of Bell’s book, which was listed at 10 shillings, 6 pence
(10s 6d). Together with its lower price, Bell’s book also appealed to its British audience through
an extensive supplement on the art of Great Britain. One of the harshest critiques by English-
speaking readers of Lübke’s otherwise well-received book was its dismissal and neglect of
British art.[26] Bell’s book drew heavily upon Lübke’s content, but forged ahead independently
in its coverage of British architecture, sculpture, and painting. T. Roger Smith wrote in his
“preface” to Bell’s first edition, that the “arrangement adheres pretty closely to that of the well-
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known German manual on which it is based.”[27] Smith noted, however, that the book broke
from its model in important ways: “Having had an opportunity of comparing the two closely, I
find this work to be so much varied and enlarged as to be virtually an entirely new book, and in
my opinion a better one.”[28] This positive review was likely based on Bell’s attention to the art
of her own nation.

With her coverage of British art, Bell also drew the attention of her readers to the
accomplishments of British art collectors. Bell’s first edition is filled with references to public
and private collections in Britain where specific works of art could be found, including the
British Museum, the South Kensington Museum, and the National Gallery, which was,
according to Bell, “less likely to perplex the student” than the more extensive continental
museums such as the Louvre.[29] She also mentioned items to view at the Bodleian Library at
Oxford, at Hampton Court, and in the holdings of individual private collectors that were
presumably open to a select public at the time, such as the collections of the Earl of Spencer
and Lord Dudley.[30] Bell’s many references to accessible art resources for her readers
highlighted the growing opportunities for the British public to find histories of art within their
reach.

Bell’s book reveals how such accessible art histories in Britain were particularly visual in their
orientation. Beyond offering her own survey as an illustrated resource, Bell also directed
readers to visit nearby displays of art as both originals works of art and reproductions, such as
casts or painted copies after original objects. For instance, Bell frequently cited the Crystal
Palace at Sydenham as a place for visitors to experience the history of art in reproduction as a
popular visual spectacle (fig. 1).[31] “Many hundreds of casts of sculpture of all countries and of
all times,” she wrote, “may be seen to great advantage among shrubs and appropriate
architecture.”[32] When the original Crystal Palace from 1851 was purchased in 1854 by a private
company of shareholders, disassembled, and moved from Hyde Park to the London suburb of
Sydenham, galleries were added that displayed plaster and paint reproductions of art-historical
periods, styles, and monuments, including those of ancient Assyrian, Egyptian, Greek, and
Roman origin, and objects from the Byzantine, Medieval, and Renaissance eras. Casts of
sculpture from these periods and styles appeared within and around the respective galleries.
[33]

As an extensive collection representing the art-history canon in one publicly accessible place,
the Sydenham Crystal Palace was unrivaled by any cast collection in Europe or the United
States.[34] Popularizers of art history in Britain and beyond recognized the uniqueness and
utility of the Crystal Palace for self-educating visitors. René and Louis Ménard, for example,
expressed their praise and their desire for their native France to have a similar study collection:

How instructive for [the young people of France] would a gallery of casts be where they
could compare the characters of all schools! In traveling to study the monuments of the
arts, I have felt, I must say, a certain sentiment of national jealousy to see that England
had surpassed us in this vein. . . . In this astonishing palace of Sydenham where one leaves
the Egyptian colossi to traverse Greek and Renaissance art, to then arrive at the art of
our days, one must admire these masterpieces located between a stuffed bear and a
merchant of discount suspenders.[35]
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For the brothers Ménard, the commercialization of the Sydenham Crystal Palace, where
merchants sold their wares near the art-history displays, was not at odds with its educational
purpose and efficacy.

As with Bell’s Elementary History of Art, the art-history displays at Sydenham brought elite
culture into a popular visual format. And Bell informs us that such popularizations were
specifically British innovations. She described how “these casts were collected at a very large
cost by Mr. Owen Jones and Sir Digby Wyatt, who searched for and secured the best examples
of sculpture in Egypt, Assyria, Greece, Italy, and France,” helping her reader recognize that the
concept, execution, and funding of the Sydenham Crystal Palace was the product of British
educators.[36] For readers who could not afford, or chose not to undertake, the trip to the Uffizi
in Florence or the Louvre in Paris, Bell encouraged them to view the Venus de Medici or the 
Huntress Diana as high quality copies through a day-trip to Sydenham. In addition, she pointed
them to the growing photographic archives at the National Art Library of the South
Kensington Museum and to the Arundel Society’s published chromolithographs after early
Renaissance artists from Giotto to the Van Eycks. Reviewers applauded Bell’s promotions of
area resources in Britain. One mention in the Art Journal, for instance, claimed that even “more
important” than the accuracy of the book’s information were “the references to the noble
collections of paintings and sculpture in our National Gallery, British Museum, South
Kensington, and elsewhere, when they contain objects [mentioned] in the text.”[37] Such
dialogues between written texts, visual illustrations, and material objects on display—or, in
other words, between pictorial publications and art exhibitions—formed the basis of popular
art history in nineteenth-century Britain.

Again parallel to the Sydenham art-history displays, Bell’s book emphasized its purpose as an
entertaining history for beginners, rather than a scholarly or theoretical text. Her work “does
not claim to contain any original criticism, but is merely meant to serve as an introduction to
more learned works by men who have given their lives to the study of one or another phase of
art-development.”[38] This observation demonstrated Bell’s avoidance of so-called “original
criticism,” which was seen as the highest level of aesthetic judgment and art-historical practice,
while it also clarified the gendered aspects of early art history. Advanced critical judgment was
the purview of scholarly men, while women could aspire to the lower status of educators and
popularizers. Bell was one of dozens of British women aspiring to such roles, a subject I have
addressed elsewhere.[39] Bell wrote that she aimed only to relate “the fascinating story of the
gradual growth” of artistic styles across chronological time and geographical space, and “has
but extracted for the use of beginners the pith of those writings which have been accepted as
standard works by the best critics of the nineteenth century.”[40] She identified herself as an
extractor and cataloguer of the “pith” of other, more established scholars, but one who
promised that her story would be “fascinating” rather than pedantic. Indeed, popular histories
of art, in contrast to their academic counterparts, aimed to entertain while they educated and
to appeal to readers in their leisure time rather than during professional labor.

One aspect that particularly distinguished Bell’s approach from the emerging theoretical
criticism of the time was her use of the term “modern.” For Bell in 1874, “modern art” described
a distinct era starting after the Renaissance and ending in the early 1800s. The designation of
“modern” for Bell was chronological rather than critical, and she approached the modern
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period as having equal significance to the other periods she discussed. For instance, Bell
described how British artists were “in every sense modern” not because of their progressive
aesthetics, but because the British school only emerged in the so-called modern era.[41] She
explained to her readers how British artists had “no past to look back upon, no great triumphs
to recall, except within quite recent days” and that “until the eighteenth century, painting in
England was mainly in the hands of foreigners.”[42] She praised William Hogarth for breaking
away from Italian art, a theme that she continued with her brief mention of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood, whom she credits with throwing off the influence of Raphael. Yet, rather than
praising the Pre-Raphaelites for challenging the academic conventions of Raphael and his
followers, Bell lauded them for turning their back on a foreign influence and thus becoming
more British.

When Bell was writing in 1874, the concept of modern art had only just begun a dramatic
reformulation in the critical writings of John Ruskin in Britain and Charles Baudelaire in
France. The “moderns” for Ruskin differed from the “ancients” not only by their chronological
order, but also by their superiority and advancement over past artists.[43] Ruskin championed
British artists, from Turner to the Pre-Raphaelites, not simply for being true to their British
heritage, but for overturning academic traditions and forging new aesthetic paths. For
Baudelaire, the modern artist deserved the highest acclaim. Baudelaire’s modern artist was an
interpreter of his own world, a “painter of modern life” who engaged with his contemporary
surroundings to inspire an art fitting for the current moment.[44] Like Bell in her balanced
attention to a variety of eras and styles, Baudelaire believed that each era had its own
significant modernity.[45] But Baudelaire sought above all to define modernity specifically for
his own historical era and thus advocate a new forward progression for art.

Ruskin and Baudelaire also privileged the medium of painting in their definitions of the
modern, an approach that contrasted with Bell’s first edition, in which historical change was
outlined across multiple media, including architecture, sculpture, and painting, as well as the
decorative and print arts. Bell’s 1874 and 1882 editions further demonstrated the fluid
boundaries of the “arts” at the time, since they included the history of music as their final
chapter.[46] Bell and her publishers initially aimed to provide readers with broad cultural
knowledge that included, but was not restricted to, the visual arts. As opposed to the emerging
modernist versions of critical art history that focused on the visual arts with growing
disciplinary specificity and that privileged painting above all, popular art history presented an
inclusive field with more porous boundaries.

Bell’s notions of modern art at first did not embrace the same value judgments as did the
writings of Ruskin and Baudelaire, who lauded modern art as new, progressive, advanced, and
revolutionary. Rather, Bell’s work constructed continuities with a longer, ongoing past in which
modernity had been underway for centuries. At the time of Bell’s first edition in the 1870s,
broad designations of “ancient” and “modern” were still relatively pervasive. The leading
German-language studies, such as Lübke’s Grundriss, used these terms, ancient and modern, in
ways that influenced Bell’s approach, just as they shaped the widely attended art-history
exhibitions in Britain, including the Sydenham Crystal Palace and the Manchester Art
Treasures Exhibition held in 1857.[47] The designers at Manchester, for example, divided the
two wings of its newly constructed exhibition pavilion according to these same two categories
of ancient and modern.[48] Bell’s 1874 edition likewise positioned ancient art on an equal
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footing with modern art. Ancient art was a broadly encompassing term, and Bell’s book
featured under this heading everything from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Buddhist and Hindu
Asia, to the classical and medieval eras in Europe. Indeed, her coverage of the ancient world was
far more global and diversified than that of the modern world, which remained confined to the
West.

In later editions of her book, especially her 1895, 1900, and 1906 versions, Bell’s definitions of
the modern began to shift, as the critical views of Ruskin and Baudelaire infiltrated her
approach as now-standard perspectives. No longer was modern art an umbrella term for
centuries of art beginning in the Renaissance. Bell’s survey began to characterize modern art as
being in tune with a dynamic chronological present. For example, Bell described how
nineteenth-century architects had adapted historicizing architecture “to the varying
requirements of modern life.”[49] She highlighted the way they introduced “new ornaments,
new forms, and new combinations,” abandoning traditional principles of composition by which
they had been “guided, possibly sometimes fettered.”[50] Bell celebrated the use of iron and
steel as “thoroughly modern” materials that helped to create the “Street Architecture” of the
London metropolis, thus using terms that reflected Baudelaire’s definitions of modern art as
responding to contemporary urban life.[51] Regarding sculpture, Bell derided work made after
Canova’s death in 1822 for its “mere lifeless compliance with academic rules” and therefore its
failure to be innovative and fittingly modern.[52] This language characterizing the modern
through its novelty, change, and deviation from academic traditions reflected newly critical
distinctions that came to define modernist aesthetics in the twentieth century.[53]

Bell’s increasing repetition of the word “modern” in her 1895, 1900, and 1906 editions further
reflects this semantic change. In the section on painting, Bell ended each discussion of national
schools—namely, Spanish, Belgian, Dutch, German, British, and American—with a subsection
on the “modern painting” of that school. Her descriptions of such schools in these later editions
expanded into long lists of artists’ names simply mentioned with little discussion provided, an
expansion that, as described above, caused the volume to swell noticeably. Within such a dense
mass of artists, however, the contemporary French schools rose to the surface in a new way. In
her 1874 edition, Bell had hesitated to privilege French developments over any other, and her
emphasis fell instead on her chapters concerning British art after Hogarth. Beginning in 1895,
however, Bell carefully explained how the recent movement of French Impressionism formed
a “new school of painting” and a “new phase of art development,” her repetition of the notion of
“newness” underscoring her conception of modern art in terms of novelty and innovation.[54]
Bell claimed that the chief characteristics of French Impressionism were its “progressive spirit,
combined with an eagerness to break with all the traditions of the past” and its “broad telling
touches” that defined a new style.[55] She continued:

Their brush-work is slight, loose, and rapid, and occasionally pieces of pure pigment,
instead of being mixed on the palette, are placed side by side on the canvas to portray
some brilliant effect in nature, so that it is only when standing at a very considerable
distance that the spectator is able to understand the aim of the picture.[56]

She described both their stylistic techniques and their modern subjects as “daring and
unconventional,” again defining the modern in Baudelaire’s terms as the new art of the present.
[57]
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For Bell’s coverage of British art, the modern era now began rather than ended in the
nineteenth century with Constable, Turner, and the Pre-Raphaelites, whom Bell now
positioned as influential upon the most praiseworthy French painters. She inserted British
artists into her narratives, identifying Constable, for example, as the head of the “modern
realistic landscape” genre, and argued that his showings in Paris in 1824 made an important
impact on French landscape art.[58] She celebrated Turner as “the greatest interpreter of
nature of any time or country,” an assertion accompanied by a full-page illustration of a
landscape painting by Turner (fig. 4), again disclosing her desire to value modern artists over
and above those of the past and to promote British art alongside the art of France, here clearly
drawing on Ruskin’s models.[59] Bell even hedged her praise of the French Impressionists,
criticizing how they made “little or no attempt at composition” and how their goals of
capturing modern life with total truthfulness often resulted in “revolting aspects . . . positive
ugliness and vulgarity.”[60] We can assume that these phrases, at least in part, reflected Bell’s
preference for the stronger compositions and softer subjects of nineteenth-century British
painting (figs. 4, 5). She further specified her comparison: “In direct opposition to the Pre-
Raphaelites, the Impressionists ignore the minor details of their subjects, sacrificing local
colouring for the sake of broad general effects,” a statement that points to the praiseworthy
focus on detail that Bell found in British art.[61] Even as she shifted her approach to view
modern art in terms of progressive aesthetics, Bell maintained her commitment to position
British artists at the forefront of modernity.

Fig. 4, Unknown artists, Illustration of J. M. W. Turner’s Lake Avernus, no. 161, n.d. Mrs. Arthur Bell [Nancy

Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low, Marston & Co,

1895): 273. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [larger image]
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Fig. 5, Unknown artists, Illustration of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Regina Cordium, no. 169, n.d., Mrs. Arthur Bell

[Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low, Marston, &

Co., 1895): 294. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [larger image]

The illustrations that accompanied Bell’s descriptions further underscored what Bell saw as the
discrepancies between the French and British styles of modern art. The examples of French
Barbizon paintings, for instance, were visually referenced by poor-quality reproductions using
an unknown photomechanical method. They appear blotchy, blurred, and even, at times,
indecipherable in their attempt to reproduce the “broad general effects” of the French styles
(fig. 6). Affordable photography-based reproduction techniques were still in an experimental
stage at the time, whereas wood-engraving techniques had reached their apex of quality. The
very few photomechanical illustrations in Bell’s final editions, which primarily featured French
modern art, stand in stark contrast to the highly detailed, even virtuoso wood-engraved images
of British modern art. To be sure, the dramatic evolution in the quality of wood-engraved art-
history illustrations can be traced across the editions of Bell’s Elementary History of Art. What
began as humble, diagrammatic pictures (figs. 1, 2) evolved into impressive works of
reproductive art (fig. 5).

Fig. 6, Unknown artists, Illustration of Narcisse Diaz de la Pena’s Forest Scene, no. 136. Mrs. Arthur Bell

[Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low, Marston, &

Co., 1895): 235. Photomechanical reproduction. Photo by author. [imperfections in original] [larger image]
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Bell never entirely shunned a content-based art history to embrace the formalism of Roger Fry
and Clive Bell, just as she never entirely saw French painting as the epitome of modern art.
Such a change to a style-driven art history would have been difficult given her continued use of
affordable illustrations. Yet, Bell’s survey in its later editions reflected the growing importance
of criticality in art history and the new status of the introductory survey as a place to assess
contemporary art and advocate the avant-garde. At the same time, Bell’s Elementary History of
Art remained resolutely historical in its approach. Whereas Ruskin, Baudelaire, and their fellow
critics aimed to change public taste and influence future art, Bell sought to educate the public
about already established tastes regarding historical art. Bell’s book justified this focus on
history as a popularizing technique. The author of her preface, Smith, argued that historical
knowledge was the basic building block for more advanced learning, including an
understanding of theory and the skills of critical judgment.[62] Smith continued:

The best way of cultivating an appreciation of works of art, and of training the judgment
to form sound opinions of their merits and defects, will be to begin by becoming
familiar with their history through all time, and then to seek an intimate acquaintance
with such of the best examples of each art as may be accessible.[63]

One reviewer of Bell’s book in the London Quarterly Review commended the work specifically for
how “it engages the attention first in what is most material, and passes from stage to stage into
regions more and more intimately connected with philosophic interests and spiritual beauty.”
[64] This observation referred in large part to the book’s focus on the material traces of history
embodied within works of art. Bell applied this approach, for example, in her discussions of
Egyptian and Asian art. She argued that Egyptian relief carvings “have a great historical value”
because “they are pictorial annals of the lives of the deceased,” whereas she connected East
Asian art to its intriguing symbolism that reflected Asian religious beliefs, even while she
mentioned the lack of “scientific knowledge of perspective” among Asian artists.[65]
Presumably, novice students desired information about a variety of artistic traditions,
including those of non-Western cultures, rather than longwinded judgments about the
technical flaws of certain works of art.

Bell advised readers to maintain an unbiased mind and an appreciation for all periods, a
method that was positively reviewed in the press.[66] A review in the Observer praised the book
for being “so free from prejudice that it will form a suitable gift-book for the young.”[67] Bell
explained her approach in the following terms:

In this little handbook, an attempt is made to give a broad and general outline of the 
history of painting, pointing out the peculiarities which may be looked for in the arts of
different countries, and the various climatic, democratic and other causes which have
influenced the direction of their aims, attention to which causes are essential for a just
estimation of the works of painters. And no pretensions are put forth to invade the
realms of aesthetic criticism.[68]

Here again, this method separates Bell’s popular survey from contemporary forms of scholarly
art history and criticism.
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However, the separation between the popular and academic realms of early art history was not
always distinct. Lübke’s publications saw translation into numerous European languages as well
as ongoing international sales in England, America, Denmark, Finland, Sweden, France, and
many German-speaking regions, thereby reflecting audiences beyond a strictly academic
context.[69] Moreover, Lübke’s translators included Fanny Elizabeth Bunnètt in Britain, who,
like Bell, was not formally trained in art history.[70] Bell’s early editions included the preface
by Smith—a Fellow of the Royal Institute of British Architects and professor of architecture at
the University of London—as well as a dedication to the Reverend R. Ernest Wallis, PhD, an
academic theologian and translator of many early church writings. By Bell’s third edition in
1889, the book had received some official accolades, being adopted by the Civil Service
Commissioners of Britain as a textbook for candidate exams on questions of art, and added to
the list of Prize Books given to art students by the Science and Art Department, the national
body in charge of art education.[71]

These intersections between the scholarly and popular spheres of art history register the
porous boundaries of what was still a young field. Similar overlaps also occurred between art
history’s national and international contexts in these early years. By the end of the nineteenth
century, art history had emerged as an internationally recognized field that accounted for
global traditions and shared its methodologies across national boundaries. Yet, it
simultaneously developed into a strongly nationalizing field that emphasized geographic
differences, cross-cultural competition, and distinctly national styles of art. Bell’s book
particularly embodied these overlaps of popular and academic, national and international. Her
coverage was transnational, reaching across Europe and Asia and into the Americas, while her
approach drew upon continental methods of study, popularizing German academic models for
a wide English-speaking audience that included both sides of the Atlantic. Her book was issued
simultaneously in London and New York in all six editions.

At the same time, Bell’s continuous emphasis on British art and British art collecting
demonstrates a clear national bias. Bell defined art, “like language,” as “an expression of
national ideas and national peculiarities.”[72] The various arts, she argued, could illuminate
national histories as well as aesthetic developments, especially for a broad public. Bell described
how British history “might be to no inconsiderable extent illustrated by an examination of the
buildings belonging to each period under consideration.”[73] In her fourth edition, from 1895,
she expanded upon this idea: “The importance of Art is now fully recognized, not only for its
own sake as the beautifier and ennobler of the surroundings of daily life, but as the exponent
and reflex of the development of the nations to which great artists belonged.”[74] Again, she
balanced aesthetics with historical context, viewing art through a specifically national lens.

In defining and circulating the new standards of art history to broad international audiences,
popular books such as Bell’s Elementary History of Art showed a distinct modernity in their
approach, format, reach, and influence. But toward the close of the century and into the next,
the projects of such popularizers had reached a breaking point. This can be seen in how Bell’s
book began to burst at its seams. Additional sections included not only more recent art, as the
author “brought [her coverage] up to date,” but also an even wider variety of artistic styles,
contexts, and media—from the art of Portugal, to an extended discussion of Asian art, to new
coverage of British miniature painting.[75] A significant increase in the number of illustrations
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paralleled these added discussions. What began as 122 images in the first edition, expanded to
373 in later editions.[76]

With this proliferation of examples and references, Bell’s survey became more encyclopedic
than narrative. Linear clarity and readability were sacrificed for sheer coverage. The publishers
diminished the size of the type and margins to fit ever more art and artists on each page,
creating an overly dense layout, while they highlighted the artists’ names to separate them
from the rest of the packed text. This was a practical choice, but it also emphasized an
increasing focus on artistic individuality—what Bell repeatedly referred to as “original
genius”—at the expense of historical context, a development that reflects shifts toward
modernist art history.[77] Such an emphasis on individual artists paralleled a related focus on
the medium of painting. In each new edition, Bell’s sections on painting expanded until they
encompassed more than half the volume, vividly illuminating how painting was gaining the
lion’s share of attention in the rise of modernism.

The materiality of Bell’s book also reveals some continuities across its various editions. The
publishers recycled many of the same images originally replicated from Lübke’s Grundriss,
even while they added new illustrations. The book also clung to the past with its ongoing use of
wood engravings rather than halftone photographs. Bell explained this choice, justifying wood
engravings as affordable and still efficient for their “educational value:”

Inexpensive forms of engraving have, owing to the low price of the work, been alone
possible; but a mere inclination of a painting can go a long way towards training the eye
and mind to discriminate between the particularities of the various schools.[78]

Even so, the book looked toward the future with its attempts to negotiate the rapid changes
afoot in the art world of a new century. The preface to the 1895, 1900, and 1906 volumes
acknowledged how the British public was by then flooded with choices of art books, art
exhibitions, and available reproductions of distant art, and how the “student now suffers rather
from difficulty of selection than from the paucity of material at his command.”[79] The
introductory pages of these later editions made especial reference to the growing market for
high quality photographic reproductions:

The Frontispiece, a Pylon of the Temple of Rameses at Karnak on the Nile, is from a
photograph by M. Bonfils, who has produced a set of magnificent sun-pictures of the
most important of the Egyptian Temples. They are of good size, and may be purchased
at any regular dealers in foreign photographs.[80]

Both an attractive lure into the volume and an advertisement for art photographs on sale for
the public, this frontispiece points toward the future of an art history based on the
photographic and increasingly mimetic copy.

With these changes and adaptations, Bell hoped her book would continue to have an audience,
a hope that proved naïve and ultimately unattainable. She wrote: “That the Elementary History
has been able to maintain its position in the midst of such a crowd of competitors may perhaps
not unjustly be claimed as a proof of its vitality, and that it may go forth in its new and enlarged
form on a fresh career of usefulness is the earnest desire of its author.”[81] Such a fresh utility
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never came to fruition, though, as the 1906 edition was her last. It was Bell’s commitment to
affordability and popularity that ultimately doomed her book to the dustbins of art history, a
failure that embodied the very rise of modernist art history. The inability of Bell and her
publishers to maintain the delicate balance between the popular and the elite is where the shift
into modernism is perhaps best traced. In the pages of Bell’s 1895, 1900, and 1906 editions, art
history could no longer be contained within its earlier frameworks and thus lost its connections
with the common reader.

An introductory survey, Bell’s Elementary History of Art represents the most accepted standards
of art history both in 1874 and in 1906, a view that can shed light on what the field meant for the
largest numbers of people. The evolution of her editions coincides with the aesthetic shifts
from the Victorian age to the modernist era. Art history was transitioning from a content-
based, principally historical, and media-diverse field to a style-driven and painting-focused
critical discipline. With the increase of art-historical professionalization and the writing of the
field’s historiography by academics, the role of popularizers like Bell was essentially written out
of that history. At the turn of the century, however, the professional status of art historians had
not yet been solidified within academia, especially in Britain, and there was still room for self-
trained public educators, including such women as Nancy Bell. In retrieving the popular
developments of art history, we discover not only Britain’s crucial place in the early history of
the field, but also how accessible forms of art history in Britain uniquely materialized the core
tensions of modernity and aesthetic modernism. Bell’s Elementary History of Art melded the
high with the low, the national with the international, the fixed with the fluctuating, and the
traditional with the progressive. In so doing, this small but significant book revealed art
history’s very entanglement with modern life.
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Illustrations (P DF )

Fig. 1, Unknown artists, Illustration of Augustus of Primaporta, no. 67, n.d. N. D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], 

Elementary History of Art: An Introduction to Ancient and Modern Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, Music (New

York: Scribner, Welford, and Armstrong, 1876): 208. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [return to text]
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Fig. 2, Unknown artists, Illustration of Assyrian Winged Bulls from the Palace of Khorsabad, no. 7, n.d. N.

D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], Elementary History of Art: An Introduction to Ancient and Modern Architecture,

Sculpture, Painting, Music (New York: Scribner, Welford, and Armstrong, 1876): 18. Wood engraving. Photo

by author. [return to text]
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Fig. 3, Unknown artists, Cover, N. D’Anvers [Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture-

Sculpture-Painting-Music (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, & Rivington, 1882). Cloth and board.

Photo by author. [imperfections in original] [return to text]
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Fig. 4, Unknown artists, Illustration of J. M. W. Turner’s Lake Avernus, no. 161, n.d. Mrs. Arthur Bell [Nancy

Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low, Marston & Co,

1895): 273. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [return to text]
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Fig. 5, Unknown artists, Illustration of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Regina Cordium, no. 169, n.d., Mrs. Arthur

Bell [Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low,

Marston, & Co., 1895): 294. Wood engraving. Photo by author. [return to text]
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Fig. 6, Unknown artists, Illustration of Narcisse Diaz de la Pena’s Forest Scene, no. 136. Mrs. Arthur Bell

[Nancy Bell], An Elementary History of Art: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (London: Sampson Low,

Marston, & Co., 1895): 235. Photomechanical reproduction. Photo by author. [imperfections in original]
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