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ABSTRACT:

This article examines the Victoria and Albert Museum’s (V&A) con-
tributions to three loan exhibitions of British art staged in North America
(1945-1947). These were paralleled by the V&A’s own temporary exhibi-
tions, which tested new display methods in preparation for its postwar gal-
lery reorganisation. Drawing on primary source research, and case stud-
ies of exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Museum of Modern
Art, and the Art Institute of Chicago, the article explores how these efforts
anticipated the V&A’s transformation and reinforced its transatlantic role
in cultural diplomacy. Challenging prevailing narratives of the V&A’s de-
tachment from international museum developments, the article highlights
its engagement with wider patterns of postwar reconstruction and cul-
tural exchange. It argues that temporary exhibitions—both at home and
abroad—served as laboratories for curatorial innovation and diplomacy,
reflecting the V&A’s adaptability and global relevance.

Questo articolo analizza il contributo del Victoria and Albert Museum
(V&A) a tre mostre itineranti d’arte britannica allestite in Nord America
tra il 1945 e il 1947. Tali iniziative furono affiancate da esposizioni tempo-
ranee al V&A stesso, che sperimentarono nuovi metodi espositivi in vista
della riorganizzazione postbellica delle gallerie permanenti. Basandosi su
fonti primarie e studi di caso relativi a mostre presso il Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, il Museum of Modern Art e ’Art Institute of Chicago, I’articolo
esplora come tali attivita anticiparono la trasformazione del V&A e ne raf-
forzarono il ruolo nella diplomazia culturale transatlantica. Contrastando
le narrazioni dominanti che vedono il V&A distante dagli sviluppi museali
internazionali, I’articolo evidenzia il suo coinvolgimento nei processi di ri-
costruzione e scambio culturale del dopoguerra, sostenendo che le espo-
sizioni temporanee furono laboratori per innovazione curatoriale e stru-
menti diplomatici.
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The V&A’s Postwar Role in Trans-

atlantic Cultural Diplomacy and
Exchange

The immediate postwar period saw
museums across the Atlantic in flux,
many facing major gallery modern-
isation before their collections re-
turned from wartime storage.! The
war had also shifted global cultural
leadership to the U.S., a transition
signalled by the openings of MoMA’s
new building in 1939 and the Na-
tional Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C. in 1941, as Europe’s great insti-
tutions were devasted by the con-
flict. As Kathleen Burk and David
Reynolds note, this moment marked
the beginning of a broader realign-
ment in cultural authority.?

Against this backdrop, major U.S.
museums such as the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA), the Art Insti-
tute of Chicago (AIC), and the Met-

ropolitan Museum of Art (the Met)
organised a series of international
loan exhibitions that reflected an
emerging commitment to cultural
exchange and institutional modern-
isation.®* This momentum was rein-
forced by a 1947 UNESCO meeting
on international art exhibitions,
hosted at the AIC, which preceded
the founding of UNESCO’s Commis-
sion for Museums and Monuments
in 1948.4

However, museologist Kathleen
Berrin identifies a persistent lack
of scholarship on what she terms
“National Diplomacy Exhibitions”
in postwar U.S. museum history.’
These included exhibitions of Brit-
ish art, which— due to legal con-
straints before the war (discussed
in the next section) —remained rel-
atively unfamiliar to American au-
diences. While Berrin examines col-
laborations with British institutions
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such as the National Gallery and
Tate Gallery, the Victoria and Albert
Museum’s (V&A) contributions re-
main under-researched. Similarly,
the V&A'’s role postwar museum re-
development is largely absent from
studies by Brandon Taylor, Ana Bae-
za Ruiz, and David McCann who
have focussed on the National Gal-
lery and director Kenneth Clark or
his successor, Philip Hendy, or the
Tate Gallery under director John
Rothenstein.® This article argues
that such omissions reflect a prevail-
ing narrative, advanced by scholars
such as Christopher Wilk and Tim
Barringer, casting the V&A as insu-
lar and detached from international
museological developments in the
20" century.’

Challenging that view, this article
examines three U.S. loan exhibitions
between 1945 and 1947 in which the
V&A played a key role: English Do-
mestic Needlework of the XVI, XVII,
and XVIII Centuries, staged by the
Met (Nov 5-Dec 2, 1945); Master-
pieces of English Painting: Hogarth,
Constable and Turner, exhibited at
the AIC (Oct 15-Dec 22, 1946), the
Met (Jan 15-Mar 16, 1947), the Art
Gallery of Ontario (Apr 3-May 11,
1947), and London’s Tate Gallery
(Aug 21-Sep 30, 1947); and Henry
Moore, exhibited at MoMA (Dec 17,
1946-Mar 16, 1947), the AIC (Apr
17-May 18, 1947), and the San Fran-
cisco Museum of Modern Art (Jun 8-
Sep 7, 1947).

Although differing in scale, curato-
rial approach, and subject matter,
these exhibitions each served as
platforms for cultural diplomacy
and curatorial experimentation.
Together, they provide a compara-
tive framework for examining how
British art was interpreted and po-
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sitioned within American art histor-
ical narratives, while also situating
these efforts within broader dis-
courses of early Cold War cultural
alignment and institutional mod-
ernisation.

To better understand the V&A’s post-
war role, this article draws on con-
ceptual frameworks that illuminate
the mechanics of cultural influence
and diplomacy. Joseph Nye’s notion
of “soft power,”® although primarily
associated with statecraft and for-
eign policy, offers a useful lens for
examining how museums like the
V&A shaped international relations
through cultural appeal. Richard
Arndt’s theory of “cultural diplo-
macy”?® likewise underscores the
strategic function of institutional
exchange in advancing national in-
terests. Through these frameworks,
the article explores how the V&A’s
involvement in U.S. loan exhibi-
tions enhanced transatlantic ties.
Though temporary, such exhibi-
tions became sites of collaboration,
cultural signalling, and curatorial
testing amid postwar reinvention
and Cold War realignment. Recent
work by Holger Nehring, Samuel
J. M. M. Alberti, and Jessica Douth-
waite further emphasises how cul-
tural institutions were embedded
in geopolitical strategy, particular-
ly in relation to identity formation
and global diplomacy.?® These initi-
atives, the article argues, reflected
Britain’s shift to a supporting role in
America’s cultural ascendancy and
signalled a redefinition of the V&A’s
international influence.

Drawing on under-researched pri-
mary sources, this article argues that
the V&A used both its transatlantic
collaborations and domestic tempo-
rary exhibitions as testing grounds
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for curatorial approaches that in-
formed its gallery redevelopment.
In doing so, it asserted both con-
tinued relevance and strategic rea-
lignment with evolving global mu-
seological practice. This reframing
aligns with its origins as the South
Kensington Museum (1857-1899),
long recognised as a pioneering
model for an international museum
movement dedicated to industrial
design reform through public edu-
cation. Scholars including Michael
Conforti, Arindam Dutta, Andrew
McClellan and Kathleen Curran
have traced its formative influence
on American museum culture.!!
Curran, in particular, explores how
American museums adapted Euro-
pean models—especially those root-
ed in decorative art and education-
al missions—from institutions like
South Kensington. Likewise, Steven
Conn frames American museums
as civic spaces entangled in nation-
al narratives, making them fertile
ground for mid-century cultural di-
plomacy.!?

As Jennifer Van Horn has shown
in her study of 18th-century Brit-
ish American material culture, do-
mestic objects such as embroidery,
portraiture, and dressing furniture
functioned not merely as signs of
refinement but as tools through
which elite Americans constructed
a civilised identity aligned with Brit-
ish imperial values.® This historical
dynamic offers a useful lens for in-
terpreting how the postwar loan ex-
hibitions, such as the Met’s English
Domestic Needlework, revived and
recast shared cultural traditions as
a basis for renewed Anglo-Ameri-
can alignment through curatorial
programming.

The V&A’s historical promotion of
contemporary work by living artists
and manufacturers such as William
Morris, later hailed as a “pioneer” of
the modern movement, underscore
its foundational significance to the
histories of both visual culture and
transnational museum exchange.*
In the 20" century, however, the
museum shifted focus towards his-
torical connoisseurship, relocating
most “modern” collections to oth-
er institutions.’ Yet it retained key
holdings by figures such as Morris,
Constable, and Turner, and contin-
ued actively collecting and display-
ing works by international modern
sculptors, including Rodin, MeStro-
vi¢, and Henry Moore.

Reconsidering the V&A’s participa-
tion in mid-century U.S. exhibitions
not as isolated gestures but as part
of this longer institutional trajecto-
ry reveals a sustained and strate-
gic internationalism. Collaborating
with American institutions not only
affirmed the museum’s cultural
relevance but also reflected its re-
newed curatorial orientation before
major gallery redevelopment (c.a.
1949-1957). These exhibitions ex-
emplify the bi-directional influence
between temporary overseas pro-
gramming and domestic institution-
al reform.

From the UK to the US: A back-
ground to transatlantic loan exhi-
bitions

As historian Jonathan Conlin notes,
loan exhibitions, initiated by the
British Institution (1805) and lat-
er popularised by international
expositions, broadening the scope
of public art education.'® Francis
Haskell further emphasises their
importance in fostering public en-
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gagement and expanding museum
collections.'” The practice was cen-
tral to the V&A: its South Court—a
grand, richly decorated space, spe-
cifically designed and built in the
mid-1860s for exhibiting loan exhi-
bitions of private collections—often
led to gifts and donations. This di-
rectly influenced the Met’s adoption
of loan exhibitions, as evidenced by
its early historians, Winifred Howe,
and George Fisk Comfort.’® Both
institutions continued the practice
into the early 20™ century, for ex-
ample, simultaneously exhibiting
different parts of the Morgan loan
collection of decorative art.*

However, the V&A generally re-
frained from loaning works to over-
seas exhibitions due to the Nation-
al Gallery (Loan) Act (1883-1935).2°
While not formally bound by the
Act, the museum largely conformed
to its restrictions. Enacted to safe-
guard national treasures, the legis-
lation severely limited national col-
lections’ participation in overseas
exhibitions. This isolationist stance
drew criticism in the 1930s when
the Royal Commission on National
Museums and Galleries (1927-1931)
acknowledged the “Unfortunate
Consequences of the Present Po-
sition,”?! stating: “A nation which
welcomes great international exhi-
bitions in its capital city, and fails to
reciprocate, cannot escape from the
charge of churlishness.” It further
observed that “We have ourselves
been impressed by the lamentable
inadequacy of its (British art) rep-
resentation in the great galleries
of Europe...” asserting that “At the
present time, the inspired achieve-
ments of the British School of Paint-
ing are actually little known outside
this country and the United States of
America.*
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Eveninthe U.S., British painting was
mainly limited to a few collections
such as The Met’s holdings, rather
than through loans from Britain’s
national museums. The need to dis-
seminate British art more widely
abroad led to the National Gallery
(Overseas Loans) Act (1935), which
permitted such loans. By then, how-
ever, the rise of totalitarianism and
the growing threat of war discour-
aged international lending.

After the war, Britain’s national mu-
seums adopted a more flexible in-
terpretation of the 1935 Act, actively
participating in overseas loan exhi-
bitions. These efforts were support-
ed by the British Foreign Office, Brit-
ish Council and the newly formed
Arts Council of Great Britain; organ-
isations that played a critical role in
coordinating diplomacy, providing
funding, and managing logistics
with American partners.* Crucial-
ly, the founding of the Internation-
al Council of Museums (ICOM) in
1946 provided a global framework
for intercultural cooperation. Its
resolutions promoted international
loan exhibitions as essential to “the
advancement and dissemination of
knowledge.”*

Ashton, who served during the war
in the Ministry of Information and
was an experienced orientalist, had
curated international exhibitions
in the 1930s, including Chinese art
shows at the Royal Academy and
the V&A.?> Appointed the V&A’s Di-
rector in early 1945, he embraced
the principle of overseas loans, es-
pecially to the U.S., whose museum
culture he had long studied and ad-
mired. 26 In preparation for his role,
he undertook an eight-week study
tour of U.S. museums in the winter
of 1945, arranged by the Ministry
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of Information. 2’ Ashton played a
pivotal role in facilitating postwar
loans, chairing two lending com-
mittees (explored in the second and
third case studies) alongside John
Rothenstein (Tate Gallery), and Phil-
ip Hendy (National Gallery). He also
resisted proposals from “The Stand-
ing Committee on Museums and
Galleries” (1946 “Massey Report)”2
of which he was a member, to re-
locate the V&A’s oil paintings to the
Tate Gallery and National Gallery,
including major works by Constable
and Turner. Ashton referenced his
recent American trip to argue that
American audiences expected to
find objects exhibited in the muse-
ums with which they were histori-
cally associated.? His stance helped
preserve the V&A’s curatorial auton-
omy and enabled its participation in
postwar U.S. exhibitions.

This arrangement was reciprocal,
with American museums contribut-
ing to British loan exhibitions such
as Tate Gallery’s American Paint-
ing: From the Eighteenth Century
to the Present Day (1945), which
“The New York Times” described
as an “unprecedented showing” of
240 paintings from American gal-
leries.’® In a letter to “The Times,”
Rothenstein lamented that previous
restrictions had prevented exhibit-
ing British and American art from
being displayed together, denying
audiences the experience of “com-
paring and enjoying; in one place,
the best examples in this country of
the art of Whistler and Sargent with
those from American collections.”*
The exchange of loan exhibitions
marked a turning point in transat-
lantic museological relations and
supports Berrin’s argument that
such cultural diplomacy advanced
soft power by strengthening allianc-

es through artistic exchange. At the
outset of the Cold War, exhibitions
played a key role in fostering mutu-
al recognition and ideological align-
ment between the U.K and the U.S.

Similarly, the U.S. loan exhibitions
examined in this article—featuring
V&A loans of Elizabethan embroi-
dery, 19" century master painting
and modern sculpture—enriched
American audiences’ understand-
ing of British art and redefined
transatlantic artistic relations. The
following case studies examine how
these exhibitions built on earlier in-
stitutional links between V&A and
U.S museums, such as MoMA’s Hen-
ry Moore show (1946), and how they
helped shape postwar curatorial
and collecting strategies.*

Together, these developments sug-
gest that the V&A’s international col-
laborations were not peripheral but
central to its modernisation. The ex-
hibitions examined here prefigured
institutional reform, contributing to
curatorial renewal and rethinking
of the museum’s identity and public
role during a period of significant
transformation.

The V&A’s contributions to post-
war cultural diplomacy: Case
studies of U.S. loan exhibitions,
1945-1947

1. English Domestic Needlework of
the XVI, XVII and XVIII Centuries: A
Loan Exhibition

In January 1945, as World War II
was nearing its end, Leigh Asht-
on, soon to be Director of the V&A,
wrote to Maurice Holmes, Secretary
of the Board of Education:

Laura Elliott
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I have been approached by
the Metropolitan Museum
of New York to help them
in borrowing three or four
pieces of English needle-
work for the great exhibi-
tion they are going to hold
in the winter. I am on good
terms with the Metropol-
itan and am particularly
anxious to do everything I
can to help them more par-
ticularly as the Director,
Francis Taylor who was
specially sent to Europe by
President Rooseveldt (sic)
s extremely interested in
keeping up Anglo-Amer-
ican good relations. I
should like, therefore, to
press strongly for relaxing
our normal regulations
and I have in mind a set
of four small Elizabethan
pillow cases which are of
a type of which they have
none in the States.”

Ashton’s request underscored the
exhibition’s diplomatic significance,
aligning with broader efforts to
strengthen cultural ties between
Britain and America during the un-
certainty of the postwar period. His
experience in the Ministry of In-
formation, managing British prop-
aganda, informed his appreciation
of cultural diplomacy’s potential to
foster goodwill and influence public
opinion.** The Board of Education
approved Ashton’s proposal, and
with support from the British Em-
bassy in Washington, D.C., works
from the V&A, Queen Mary, and oth-
er British collections were assem-
bled and loaned to the Met.
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The resulting exhibition, English
Domestic Needlework of the XVI,
XVII and XVIII Centuries, marked
the first major display of its kind in
the U.S., featuring 250 distinguished
items from American and British
collections.® Ashton personally ac-
companied the British loan objects
to New York, and gave two lectures
on the exhibition, promoting British
decorative art and the V&A’s world
class collections on an international
stage.

This exhibition came at a trans-
formative moment as both the
V&A and the Met prepared for ma-
jor rearrangements of their public
galleries.®® Each museum planned
new galleries dedicated to English
decorative art—a first for the V&A
(opened ca. 1951) and a significant
addition at the Met (opened 1954).%"
English Domestic Needlework was
prescient of these developments,
exemplifying the institutions’ mutu-
al investment in English decorative
art and setting the stage for future
gallery developments. It symbolised
the growing prominence of Eng-
lish decorative art in both institu-
tions and paved the way for their
mid-century gallery developments
and later dedicated “British Galler-
ies.”s8

The exhibition also reflects the
evolving rationale behind An-
glo-American museum relations, in-
creasingly centred on gallery devel-
opment and modernisation. Earlier
in 1945, Ashton had undertaken an
eight-week study visit to American
museums, consulting with Francis
Henry Taylor, Director of the Met, to
explore innovative models of gallery
arrangement, display, and technolo-
gy.*® While no direct link between
this visit and English Domestic Nee-
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dlework has been documented, its
subject matter and timing strong-
ly suggest close collaboration. The
show thus served both as a practical
experiment and symbolic gesture
in redefining postwar transatlantic
museum practices.

Occupying three galleries at the
Met, the exhibition followed a large-
ly chronological layout, guiding vis-
itors from Elizabethan to Georgian
embroideries.*’ Preston Remington,
the Met’s Curator of Renaissance
and Modern Art, acknowledged in
the accompanying publication the
challenges of strict chronological
arrangement. To balance periods
with fewer objects, key highlights
were prominently showcased.*! One
such highlight, noted in a small ex-
hibition pamphlet, was a table car-
pet, described as “among the most
prized survivals of Elizabethan nee-
dlework, and that lent by the Victo-
ria and Albert Museum is one of the
finest.”*> The detailed description
evoked scenes of historic English
aristocratic life: “... ladies and gen-
tlemen are shown walking near a
great country house while various
hunting episodes appear in the dis-
tance. The entire carpet is in a re-
markable state of preservation and
vibrant with its original brilliance
of color (sic).”®

In foregrounding English domestic
embroidery, the Met’s exhibition
exemplifies the longer Anglophone
tradition of transatlantic alignment
through objects Van Horn suggests.
In this light, the V&A’s loans contrib-
uted not only to postwar diplomacy
but to the reaffirmation of a shared
heritage embedded in material
forms of domesticity.

Other highlights from the V&A in-
cluded a “superb Georgian dress”

and an 18" century bed cover-
let with “matching pillows of sat-
in worked in silk and silver-gilt
thread.”** In such illustrious com-
pany, the Met exhibited some works
from its own collection, including
a hanging from Treago, Hereford-
shire, and a recently acquired “fab-
ulous Queen Anne waistcoat.”®
However, the V&A’s contributions
went beyond loaning objects. In the
catalogue’s foreword, Remington
referred readers to the bibliogra-
phy and expressed deep gratitude
to generations of V&A scholars, ac-
knowledging their pre-eminence in
the field.*¢ This suggests the exhibi-
tion narrative drew strongly on the
V&A’s subject expertise, a dynamic
relevant to the other case studies.

By presenting a lineage of English
decorative art, the exhibition pro-
jected shared cultural values and
reinforced transatlantic narrative
of continuity and refinement, po-
sitioning English work as both his-
torically significant and interna-
tionally prestigious. As previously
touched upon, it also signalled the
Met’s long-term investment in Brit-
ish decorative art, including the
creation of new dedicated galleries
as part of its postwar West Wing
redevelopment.¥’ Crucially, these
efforts paralleled the V&A’s first
galleries for English decorative art
under Ashton’s tenure—a museum
first.®® Together, these new galleries
in the UK and the US set a trajectory
that continued with the V&A’s Brit-
ish Galleries (2001), and the Met’s
British Galleries renovation (2020),
both reframing collections through
narratives of global trade and colo-
nialism.*

Ashton’s leadership in facilitating
the V&A’s collaboration with the
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Met underscored a shared commit-
ment to Anglo-American cultural
diplomacy and the reappraisal of
British art history. The exhibition’s
emphasis on highlights, such as the
Elizabethan table carpet, anticipat-
ed a broader postwar shift at the
V&A towards prioritising quality
in displays. This approach directly
informed the museum’s gallery re-
organisation. As Charles Harvard
Gibbs Smith, the first Keeper of
the museum’s new Department of
Extension Services (1947-1971) lat-
er explained in The Sphere (1953),
the decision was taken in 1945 to
diverge from the traditional mate-
rials-based display that prioritised
the scholar, and instead focus on the
general visitor by adopting what he
described as a “broader, more hu-
manistic” approach: “This scheme
comprised taking the pick of the
Museum masterpieces—over 10,000
objects of every description—and
placing them in a special series of
galleries called the Primary Collec-
tions.>°

More Dbroadly, the exhibition
demonstrated how loan exhibitions
could serve as platforms for cura-
torial innovation and internation-
al collaboration. The V&A’s contri-
butions reflected its evolving role
in shaping curatorial strategies,
enhancing Britain’s international
cultural standing, and laying the
groundwork for its domestic gallery
redevelopment.

2. Masterpieces of English Painting:
Hogarth, Constable, and Turner

The exhibition, Masterpieces of
English Painting, marked another
milestone in the presentation and
reception of British art across the
Atlantic. Whereas the previous exhi-
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bition showcased the decorative art
of needlework as a largely amateur
female craft practiced inside state-
ly homes, Masterpieces positioned
British painting within the Europe-
an tradition of master painting—a
traditionally male dominated art-
form associated with the Continent.
The exhibition highlighted Britain’s
contributions to artistic modernity:
Hogarth’s social satire, Constable’s
pastoralism, and Turner’s experi-
mental abstract landscapes project-
ed a sophisticated vision of British
life and art that rivalled European
contemporaries.

Organized by the Art Institute of
Chicago (AIC) in collaboration with
Britain’s national collections—in-
cluding the V&A, National Gallery,
and Tate Gallery—the exhibition
was facilitated by Britain’s Foreign
Office and the British Embassy in
Washington, D.C.5' The Earl of Hal-
ifax, Britain’s Ambassador to the
U.S., played a pivotal role in sup-
porting the Anglo-American loan
negotiated in July 1946, which un-
derscored the exhibition’s cultural
mission to strengthen bilateral ties
during global reconstruction and
the looming Cold War.*

Art historian Tim Batchelor de-
scribes Masterpieces of English
Painting as one of the postwar era’s
most successful shows, marking a
transformative moment in popu-
larising British painting, previously
undervalued both domestically and
abroad.® After debuting at the AIC,
and contributing to an “outstand-
ing attendance record for 1946,”>
the show travelled to the Met and
later Canada’s Art Gallery of Ontar-
10 which recorded over 76,575 vis-
itors, the highest attendance since
its opening in 1926.%> At the same

Postwar Cultural Diplomacy: V&A Contributions to Loan Exhibitions in the United States, 1945-1947

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/22956



156

time, rising tensions from Ottawa’s
Soviet defection and espionage
scandal (1945-1946), underscored
the exhibition’s role in reinforcing
Western cohesion through cultural
alliances.*¢ It also reflected Canada’s
transforming relationship with Brit-
ain from Dominion status to Com-
monwealth member, intertwining
cultural diplomacy with questions
of national identity and geopolitical
strategy. To coordinate the British
loans, Britain’s Foreign Office ap-
pointed a “Committee of Organiza-
tion on the Exhibition,” chaired by
Ashton and including Hendy, and
Rothenstein. The committee secured
loans including from the Royal Col-
lection, Royal Academy, and private
collectors-totalling 61 works valued
at £7,000,000— 12 Hogarths, 36 Con-
stables (including 26 sketches), and
13 Turners. Ashton accompanied
the works aboard the Queen Mary
alongside 240 American paintings
being repatriated after the Tate Gal-
lery’s exhibition, showing the reci-
procity of transatlantic exchange.

Kenneth Clark wrote the accom-
panying catalogue’s introduction,
authored by Daniel Catton Rich,
the AIC’s Director of Fine Arts, and
delivered public lectures.’’” Clark’s
introduction emphasised the exper-
imental, non-conformist nature of
Britain’s 19" century “Masterpiec-
es,” resonant of heightened postwar
values of artistic freedom in the
West. These themes were echoed in
The Met’s “Bulletin” (1947), which
singled out the V&A’s loan of Consta-
bles sketches as “so fresh, so vigor-
ous and powerful.”>® Constable and
Turner were described as “popular
and revolutionary painters,” while
Hogarth was portrayed as a “pro-
fessional rebel,” and “resolutely
anti-classical” in his rejection of ac-

ademic drawing from life.*® This em-
phasis on individuality and anti-ac-
ademic expression also anticipated
the appeal of British Neo-Romantic
painters like Graham Sutherland
and John Piper to North American
audiences after the war, admired
for their emotional intensity and
abstraction.®

Clark further argued that between
1800 and 1840, English painting “...
shot into the mainstream of Euro-
pean art”®! a significant assertion
given the exhibition’s novelty for
American audiences. As the New
York Times noted, “Many of the
paintings have never before been
sent out of the British Isles, and
none have been shown in this coun-
try previously,” enhancing its nov-
elty appeal.®® While select works by
Hogarth, Constable, and Turner al-
ready featured in American public
and private collections, notably the
Met’s, the exhibition offered U.S.
audiences a rare opportunity to see
major loans from British national
collections. It is, therefore, highly
plausible that it drew on the work
of British scholars such as Arthur
Graham Reynolds, the V&A’s Cura-
tor of Paintings, and leading expert
on Constable.®

Reynolds, like several curators in
Britain’s national art institutions,
was deeply involved in curating
temporary exhibitions of Constable
and other English artists in V&A’s
paintings collections. One such
exhibition curated by Reynolds
brought together, for the first time
at the V&A, Constable paintings
from several collections, displayed
with new frames and mounts.®* The
Times observed: “Students who had
been familiar with them for years
have been astonished at the revela-
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tion of their superb quality by the
simple but effective methods of dis-
play that have now been adopted.”
This shift—from hanging pictures
closely together in clusters to more
spacious display of pictures hung in
single or double rows at eye level—
marked a significant development
in the V&A’s postwar curatorial
presentation.

This modern approach paralleled
similar developments at the Nation-
al Gallery and Tate Gallery and was
mirrored by the AIC’s Masterpieces
of English Painting, which combined
loaned works from several collec-
tions to construct a cohesive narra-
tive of English painting. At the Met,
the exhibition was paired with a
complementary display of the muse-
um’s Hogarth, Constable, and Turn-
er prints, enriching its narrative and
reinforcing Anglo-American artistic
bonds.% Upon returning to London,
the exhibition’s final Tate Gallery
show included additional works by
William Blake, expanding its scope
and significance in re-evaluating
British art history.

The exhibition’s critical and popu-
lar success in North America paved
the way for future similar collab-
orations. Notably, the Met’s new-
ly refurbished Paintings Galleries,
opened in 1954, incorporated Brit-
ish master paintings into historical,
rather than national, groupings.
Sanka Knox, The New York Times art
critic, noted that “The (Met’s) pic-
ture collection, the first to bear the
stamp of the new order, is no longer
shown as in the past, within nation-
al boundaries (grouped by national
schools), but according to historical
periods.”®” In planning the galler-
ies, Taylor prioritised showcasing
“the high points of the collections,”
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arguing that “Instead of putting
everything on the front line with
the result that nobody sees anything
we should place the greatest things
where they demand attention and
classify the bulk of the collections
for the student’s use.”®®

At the galleries’ opening, Ashton
gave a speech highlighting the Met’s
progress alongside “advances made
in English museums,” particularly
the V&A’s ongoing gallery “modern-
isation” as he put it.*° Yet, the V&A’s
new Paintings Galleries opened in
1957 after Ashton’s tenure. These
focussed on British work where, for
the first time, pictures by Consta-
ble and Turner were presented in
historic sequence rather than dis-
played separately due to the condi-
tions of individual bequests.”

This development directly followed
another U.S. loan exhibition, Mas-
ters of British Painting: 1800-1950
(1956) staged by MoMA, which
drew on the same British lending
committee structure as the AIC’s
1946 exhibition, and borrowed
works from many of the same insti-
tutions, including the V&A. Among
the committee members was Her-
bert Read, formerly a V&A curator
from 1922 until the 1930s, whose
writings on Henry Moore especial-
ly, established him as an influential
art critic on both sides of the Atlan-
tic. His involvement reflected con-
tinuity with the V&A’s scholarship
and ongoing support for modern
art, relevant to MoMA’s extended
survey of British painting into mid-
20" century modernism. Further-
more, MOMA’s signature modernist
display techniques—pictures spa-
ciously arranged at eye level against
plain pale walls—reinforced British
painting’s international relevance.
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This trajectory later found fulfil-
ment in MoMA’s Turner retrospec-
tive (1966), curated by Lawrence
Gowing, recasting the artist within
a modernist framework of formal
abstraction.

Together, these exhibitions illustrate
how postwar British and American
institutions incrementally shifted
the narrative of British painting—
from an isolationist national school
to part of a broader international
movement with historical depth
and contemporary relevance—thus
extending the diplomatic and in-
stitutional legacy of earlier collab-
orative models in which the V&A
played a key role.

3. Henry Moore

MoMA'’s retrospective, Henry Moore
(December 1946-March 1947) both
represented a shift towards pre-
senting contemporary British art to
American audiences and affirmed
the artist’s global significance. Cu-
rated by James Johnson Sweeney,
Henry Moore was MoMA’s first solo
exhibition dedicated to a living Brit-
ish artist. The retrospective was or-
ganised by MoMA in collaboration
with the AIC and the San Francisco
Museum of Art (SFMOMA) to where
it later toured, with loans arranged
from Britain’s national art institu-
tions, that were once again overseen
by a “Committee of Organisation”
assembled by the British Foreign
Office, chaired by Ashton alongside
Rothenstein, and Hendy.

To this exhibition, the V&A loaned
a small but significant sculpture:
Reclining Figure (1939), an experi-
mental lead cast that Ashton had ac-
quired for the V&A in 1940.” After
the war, he included the sculpture
in his exhibition Style in Sculpture
(1946), a survey of the history of

sculpture from the Eighth century
to the mid-20" century that culmi-
nated in Reclining Figure. One re-
view praised the exhibition’s fresh
approach, describing the exhibits as
noting: “The exhibits are few but se-
lected with discriminating care, and
each is a masterpiece of its own pe-
riod. In scope, they are restricted to
works on a small scale, but they are
fully representative of sculpture at
large.””

This exhibition marked a significant
departure from the V&A’s tradition-
al display organisation of grouping
works by materials such as metal-
work, woodwork, ceramics or glass.
Whereas the materials arrange-
ment was intended for specialists—
artisans, students and manufac-
turers of art and design— the new
thematic arrangement of artworks,
represented democratising aims. As
Ashton himself explained in the ex-
hibition catalogue, Style in Sculpture
was “... in the nature of an experi-
ment [...] not intended as a work of
research for students; it is meant as
a general introduction which may
help the ordinary person to a wider
appreciation of sculpture.”” Such
temporary exhibitions were vital
in the postwar reconstruction, not
only in showcasing the V&A’s collec-
tions to a generation of children and
young people denied access to them
during the war, but also to inform-
ing the reorganisation of its perma-
nent galleries from 1949 to the mid-
1950s, reflecting its adaptability
in responding to postwar cultural
shifts.

Although a detailed comparison of
display techniques is limited here
by the lack of surviving visual docu-
mentation of the V&A’s postwar dis-
plays, including Style in Sculpture,
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Fig. 02:
Installation view
of the exhibition
Henry Moore.
MoMA, New York,
December 17,
1946-March 16,
1947. Digital im-
age, The Museum
of Modern Art,
New York/Scala,
Florence.
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compared with several installation
photographs from MoMA’s Henry
Moore retrospective. Reviews and
exhibition publications offer in-
sights into their contrasting display
approaches. This case study, there-
fore, foregrounds the V&A’s early
role in promoting Moore’s work in-
ternationally—a role that highlight-
ing formative institutional links
with MoMA that continued postwar.

Through early acquisitions, corre-
spondences, and exhibitions, the
V&A helped lay the groundwork
for Moore’s international reception,
especially the diplomatic function
his work served during the early
Cold War, when his avant-garde
style and rising international rep-
utation positioned him as a key
figure in modern sculpture. While
MoMA’s retrospective undoubtedly
reinforced Moore’s symbolic value
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within the Anglo-American cultural
alliance, measuring the precise im-
pact of such “soft power” remains
difficult, particularly given Moore’s
already significant reputation in
the U.S. by 1946, having featured in
the renowned Curt Valentin Gallery
(1937-1954)"* The V&A’s contribu-
tion is therefore best understood in
terms of shaping the institutional re-
lationships and cultural infrastruc-
ture that enabled his broader trans-
atlantic prominence. This analysis
focuses on how Anglo-American
institutions promoted Moore’s work
within a broader strategy of cultur-
al diplomacy, rather than suggest-
ing any personal artistic deference
by Moore to American modernism.

The V&A loaned Reclining Figure af-
ter MoOMA’s Curator of Painting and
Sculpture, Dorothy C. Miller (1943-
1947) wrote to Ashton in August
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1946, outlining the show’s impor-
tance in the U.S. and international-

ly:

This will be the first ex-
tensive showing of Henry
Moore’s work in the Unit-
ed States. It is planned as
the major exhibition of
the New York 1946-1947
season and the most ambi-
tious exhibition of contem-
porary sculpture ever un-
dertaken by the Museum of
Modern Art... Mr. Moore’s
eminence in the field of
contemporary art makes
this a proud occasion for
us and one of internation-
al importance in bringing
our two nations together
on such a high level of ar-
tistic presentation.”

In addition to 58 pieces of sculpture,
Miller wrote that the retrospective
would include approximately for-
ty-eight drawings Moore made of
London’s wartime Blitz. Most of the
sculptures and drawings, she ex-
plained, had been sent from Eng-
land. Additionally, four museums
and several private collectors in the
U.S. also loaned examples, includ-
ing two sculptures and three draw-
ings from MoMA’s holdings.

Despite its modest size, the V&A’s
loan of Reclining Figure to MoMA
reflected the British institution’s
foundational role in promoting
Moore’s work nationally and over-
seas decades before Style in Sculp-
ture. Art historian Rona Roob cred-
its an un-named V&A curator with
introducing Alfred H. Barr Jr., Mo-
MA’s founding Director, to Moore’s
work during the 1920s.7® Likely con-
tenders include Ashton, his prede-
cessor, Eric Maclagan, or Herbert

Read, a renowned critic and expert
on Moore. All three were deeply en-
gaged in promoting Moore’s work
from the early 1920s through to the
postwar period, reflecting the V&A’s
commitment to modern work.

Art historian, Courtney ]. Martin
notes that Sweeney relied on Read’s
book on Moore as his primary source
for images and information.”” How-
ever, Burton suggests that Read’s ad-
vocacy for modern art was itself in-
fluenced by his formative curatorial
career at the V&A, working with its
collections and scholars like Macla-
gan, who introduced him to Moore
and several other leading modern
artists.”

Comparing the displays of Reclin-
ing Figure exhibited at MoMA and
the V&A reveals a rather curious,
though not incidental, exchange of
approaches. MoMA’s exhibition ex-
plored Moore’s work by arranging
his sculptures by material —stone,
wood, lead, bronze and concrete—
echoing the V&A’s pre-war material
display, whereas the V&A’s Style in
Sculpture exhibited Reclining Figure
within a survey of period styles dat-
ing from the Eighth to the mid-20®
century. It is a measure of how far
the V&A had changed that its new
thematic approach on this occasion
contrasted with MoMA’s material
arrangement, a system the V&A had
recently moved away from.

Henry Moore reportedly attracted
158,000 visitors at MoMA (where
it was open 17 December 1946 - 16
March 1947). While visitor figures
for shows at the AIC (17 April - 18
May 1947) and SFMOMA (18 June
- August 1947) were not found by
this research, the exhibition’s wide-
spread popularity is evident from
Hendy’s 1956 reflections on its the
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success, highlighting Moore’s rising
global reputation:

The work of Henry Moore,
though already appreci-
ated in the United States,
where it had been given
a special exhibition in the
Museum of Modern Art,
New York, in 1946, was
then almost unknown on
the Continent. This only
made the more significant
the award to him by the in-
ternational jury of the Ital-
ian Government’s interna-
tional prize for sculpture,
and the subsequent choice
of Henry Moore as the first
foreign sculptor to have a
one-man exhibition in the
Musee d’Art Moderne in
Paris. Since then demands
for exhibitions of his work
have poured in to the (Brit-
ish) council from every
part of the world.”

As Pauline Rose observes, the suc-
cess of Henry Moore in the U.S.
helped engage a broader interna-
tional public with contemporary
art. She suggests this was largely
due to Moore’s nationality and back-
ground in coming from a coal min-
ing family in northern England that
made his work relatable to Ameri-
can audiences. She notes, “in the
context of the ensuing Cold War, the
very persona of Henry Moore would
challenge the generalized American
fear of the “enemy within,” as well
as the perception that most con-
temporary artists were likely to be
communists.”® This context under-
scores the significance of the V&A’s
evolving curatorial strategy.

Through lending Reclining Figure
to MoMA'’s loan exhibition—so soon
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after Ashton selected the piece for
his V&A exhibition Style in Sculpture
and following his earlier acquisition
of the work—the V&A demonstrat-
ed its enduring influence and rele-
vance to modern and contemporary
art internationally. Rose also high-
lights MoMA’s longer-term promo-
tion of Moore’s work in the growing
Cold War context in staging its ex-
hibition, Painting and Sculpture at
the Museum of Modern Art (1948),
which included four of Moore’s
sculptures.® She notes:

In the catalogue it was ar-
gued that the museum and
its collection had played a
crucialrole during the war
in protecting America’s
cultural life, its economy
and political structures.
Representing the work of
artists from many coun-
tries, the collection could
be positioned as symbolic
of both individual freedom
as well as the freedom
of nations to place value
on the artistic products
of diverse cultures, and a
means through which to
encourage positive inter-
national relationships.®

During the 1950s, several sculptures
by Moore were installed in prom-
inent locations in the U.S.®® His in-
creasingly emblematic global status
culminated in the 1956 commission
of a large-scale variant of Reclining
Figure at the UNESCO headquarters
in Paris (installed 1958).

These initiatives, aligning with
transatlantic trends in museum in-
novation, positioned the V&A as a
leading contributor to the evolution
of museum practices and the inter-
national reception of modern art.
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Its early promotion of Moore work
and exhibition innovation reflected
the museum’s impact in reshaping
transatlantic cultural exchange.

Conclusion

The V&A’s postwar contributions
to U.S. loan exhibitions staged by
MoMA, the Met, and the AIC posi-
tioned it as more than just a lend-
er—it played a central role in shap-
ing the international reception of
British art. The three case studies—
English Domestic Needlework, Mas-
terpieces of English Painting, and
Henry Moore—demonstrate how
these exhibitions drew on the V&A’s
curatorial expertise and institution-
al leadership, evident in its deep
scholarship on English decorative
art, its protection and strategic de-
ployment of its painting collections,
and sustained promotion of mod-
ern work, including Moore’s work.
Much of this direction stemmed
from Ashton’s leadership, whose
postwar vision positioned the V&A
as an active cultural agent. Togeth-
er, the exhibitions projected British
art into the international arena at a
time of significant geopolitical rea-
lignment, establishing a transatlan-
tic framework for cultural diploma-
cy through the exhibition format.

The Met’s subsequent investment
in permanent galleries for British
decorative art and painting mid-20t"
century, mirrored by the V&A’s own
gallery modernisation, illustrates
how these exhibitions anticipated
lasting institutional change on both
sides of the Atlantic. The AIC’s Mas-
terpieces of English Painting (1946)
prepared the way for MoMA’s Mas-
ters of British Painting (1956), which
reinterpreted works by Constable
and Turner in relation to the mod-

ern canon’s evolution. The follow-
ing decade, MoMA’s Turner retro-
spective reframed Turner as a proto
abstractionist. Meanwhile, MoMA’s
Painting and Sculpture exhibition
(1948), embedded Moore’s work
into Cold War narratives of freedom
and artistic expression, affirming
the power of display as a diplomatic
tool.

Together, these developments sig-
nalled a broader pattern of trans-
atlantic exchange—one in which
the V&A played an essential, though
often under-acknowledged, role.
While American museums reaped
significant cultural capital from ex-
hibiting British art, the V&A also ad-
vanced its international profile, lev-
eraging exhibitions as instruments
of “soft power.” The subject exper-
tise and leadership of figures such
as Ashton, Read, and Reynolds were
critical to this repositioning. Contra-
ry to claims that the V&A’s gallery
modernisation simply emulated
MoMA’s white cube, this study has
shown the museum actively shaped
modern curatorial practice through
reciprocal dialogue and strategic
lending.

Notably, the V&A’s emphasis on
“highlights” in postwar displays
was not simply a logistical response
to limited access to collections, but
part of a wider philosophical shift
adopted in its permanent galleries,
which prioritised select masterpiec-
es for general visitors, supplement-
ed by study collections for special-
ists.

This article has focused on curatori-
al intention and institutional collab-
oration aligned with governmental
priorities for promoting British art.
It is also important to recognise that
the content of postwar exhibitions
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was shaped in part by the availabil-
ity of objects following wartime dis-
persal and conservation challenges.
Further research might explore how
such logistical constraints intersect-
ed with curatorial agency during
this formative period.

This history also invites reflection
on the asymmetries within cultur-
al diplomacy. Britain’s role in the
Anglo-American partnership was
not one of equal influence, and the
V&A’s participation often reinforced
U.S.-led frameworks of cultural au-
thority. Yet these exhibitions also re-
veal American reliance on the rich
curatorial expertise and collections
of British institutions. Hence, a more
complex dynamic emerges: one of
mutual benefit and shared invest-
ment in redefining British art for
a global stage. The V&A’s role reas-
serted its leadership at a time when
national prestige and international
influence were increasingly negoti-
ated through museum display.

As museums in the 21% century con-
front Cold War legacies of coloni-
alism, and globalisation, the V&A’s
mid-20™ century strategies offer a
model for transnational collabo-
ration, but also a cautionary note.
Institutional autonomy, curatorial
agency, and the politics of cultural
representation remain contested
terrain. Future research may ex-
plore how the transatlantic loan
exhibition evolved in later decades
and whether it would be desirable
for museums today to build on—or
break from—these precedents to
foster more equitable and inclusive
forms of global exchange.
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Batchelor: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/william-hogarth-265/essay/exhibitions-
displays. Retrieved 2 September 2022

52 Colvill 2004, p. 321, see also: Dutton, 2004, p. 88

53 Batchelor: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/william-hogarth-265/essay/
exhibitions-displays Retrieved 2nd September 2022.

54 Press Releases from 1947 | The Art Institute of Chicago. Retrieved 14 January
2024.
55 Batchelor: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/william-hogarth-265/essay/

exhibitions-displays Retrieved 2nd September 2022.

56 Knight 2006. The Gouzenko Affair (1945-1946) involved the defection of a clerk,
Igor Gouzenko, from the Soviet Embassy in Ottowa to Canada with evidence of Soviet
spying in the West, leading to Canada taking an anti-soviet stance in foreign policy.

57 Rich 1946, p. 8, https://www.artic.edu/assets/9dfa9662-880c-280b-d279-
5ddbbfc96ed0, retrieved 7 May 2019.

58 Rich 1946, p. 9.

59 Rich 1946, p. 9.

60 Finlay 1994, pp. 43-59.
61 Rich 1946: 9

62 Queen Mary Brings Fortune in Art, in “The New York Times”, September 4%, 1946,
p-20
63 Reynolds joined the V&A in 1937 becoming Keeper of the department of Prints

and Drawings and of Paintings. Kauffmann 2014, pp. 405-414. Retrieved 14 May 2021,
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/1495/18_Reynolds_1808.pdf.

64 V&A Press View, 31 Jan 1946, MA/49/1/59, p. 187.
65 V&A Press View, 31 Jan 1946, MA/49/1/59, p. 187.
66 Gardner 1965, p. 12

Laura Elliott
Postwar Cultural Diplomacy: V&A Contributions to Loan Exhibitions in the United States, 1945-1947

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/22956



dossier. 167

67 Knox, “The New York Times,” 9 January 1954.
68 FHT-14-02_057: 59.
69 “The New York Times,” 8 January 1954, p. 19.

70 “The Sphere,” 23 November 1957, p. 290. The paintings galleries were installed in
the V&A’s North Court in 1957.

71 V&A Archives, Memo to the Director, 8 Feb 1940, MA/1/BB819/3; Correia 2015.
72 Cavalcade: 213, V&A Press Cuttings, MA/ 49/1/59.

73 Ashton 1946, pp. 3-4.

74 MoMA Archives, Curt Valentin Papers, 1908-1956.

75 V&A Archive: Miller to Ashton, 12 August 1946, MA/1/N406

76 Roob 1987; Rose 2015.

77 Martin 2015, Sweeney, 1946, p. 6

78 Taylor 1968, p. 462; Gale 1994. Herbert Read joined the V&A in 1922 as Assistant
Curator of the Ceramics Department. Ian Gale, an art critic, notes that 1929 was “Read’s
annus mirablis” when he became Personal Assistant to Maclagan, providing him with an
opportunity to publish in The Listener magazine and other publications. Gale describes
how Maclagan introduced Read to prominent artists such as Moore, who introduced Read
to other prominent modern artists like Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, and émigrés
from occupied Europe, Walter Gropius, Piet Mondrian, and Moholy-Nagy.

79 Recognition of British Art Abroad, an Achievement of the last 10 years, Sir Philip
Hendy, “The Times,” 25 April 1956.

80 An observation that overlooked Moore’s left-wing politics. Rose 2011, p. 32

81 Four of Moore’s sculptures were included in MoMA’s 1948 exhibition titled, Painting

and Sculpture in the Museum of Modern Art.
82 Rose 2015.

83 Moore’s sculptures included Family Group (1949-1950), Wichita Art Museum,
Kansas; Three Standing Figures (1953) Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas; and Draped
Reclining Figure (1952-1953) Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington D.C.
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