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Curating an Imagined Exhibition
Little known watercolours of Charles Rennie Mackintosh – 
overlooked from exhibition in Summer 2018 
at Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum 
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Figure 2: The Boulders 



Figure 3: Port Vendres 



		[bookmark: _Hlk6163045][bookmark: _Hlk6163046]Figure 1: Port Vendres, La Ville 

My understanding of curating is bringing together a collection of related items with an overall theme, that can help inform and educate those that view the selected works. It is also the action or process of selecting organising and looking after the items in a collection or exhibition. (Dean, 1994, p.2-3)
As Hans Ulrich Obrist in Ways of Curating, identifies the four functions are involved,

· preservation - safeguarding the heritage; 
· selection of new work- collects need to be added to; 
· contributing to art history- scholarly research;
· Making the exhibitions – displaying the art     
										(Ulrich, 2004, p.25)
During the Summer 2018 I attended Making the Glasgow Style exhibition in Kelvingrove Museum of Art, Glasgow at which there was no significant reference to his later life water colours. (Glasgow Museum, 2018, p.92). At that time, I too was unaware of this part of his creative practise. “It features more than 250 objects including stained glass, ceramics, mosaic, furniture, textiles, interior and tearoom design and architectural drawings, most of which have not been shown in Glasgow for more than 30 years” (The National Scot, 2018)
I have selected three of Mackintosh’s French watercolour paintings that appeal to me for their clean clear lines and focus on the buildings and structures depicted in figures 1-3. During my research I have found Mackintosh watercolour style is composition of planes, layers and surfaces which he re arranges when he felt he needed to improve on nature - there is little if any movement or figures included in his views of area where there may very well have been people and animals.
[bookmark: _Hlk6951021]For over two decades – from early 1890 to the close of 1900s – the Glasgow Style burned bright with the production of an influential new design language. (Glasgow museum catalogue, 2018, p94). Mrs Cranston was a committed patron of the Avant Garde style and introduced generations of ordinary Glaswegians to direct experience of Charles Rennie Mackintosh (Kinchin, 1991, p15).  As one of the artists that has influenced my practice; Charles Rennie Mackintosh is widely appreciation these days in style and influence. Unfortunately, this was not the situation after his architectural and design practise fell from favour in the early twentieth century (Robertson, 2005, p9). The Glasgow-born architect, designer and artist went on to become a leading figure in both the 20th century Scottish arts and crafts movement and European Art Nouveau. (McLaughlin, Apr 2018)
[bookmark: _Hlk6903207]During my research I discovered that the last few years of his life spent, in the Pyrenees area of France, (Robertson & Long, 2005, p10) he spent his time watercolour painting. These were mainly devoid of figures and there was a certain license with depiction of the landscape. As Robin Crichton identifies in his On the trail of Monsieur Macintosh there are thirty-eight of his watercolours that are known to have survived (Crichton, 2013, p113). In his work Macintosh has redesigned nature, emphasis line and light to “produce a structured composition which was unique to himself not reflecting any of the contemporary art styles such as fauves or impressionists or cubist that where going on around him.” (Crichton, 2013, p113)
[bookmark: _Hlk6902383]He worked outside influence of any other artists and developed a very individual style of architectural painting that utilised his draughtsman’s skills. The compositions are of planes, layers and surfaces that he re arranged when he felt he needed to improve on nature - they don’t include movement or figures.
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Figure 5: Boultenere 
Figure 6: Hère de Mallet, Ille sur Tet 
Figure 4: The Village of La Lagonne


Mackintosh was widely exhibited from late 1890s to early 1900 in Paris, London, Venice, Vienna, Turin and others. Also published in British and Continental periodicals of the day. Acknowledged as adventurous and distinctive character. Muthuais, a German critic,
` If one were to go through the list of truly original artists, the creative minds of the modern movement, the name Charles Rennie Mackintosh would certainly be included amongst the few that one can count on the fingers of one hand’ (Muthuesis, H, 1902)

Mackintosh’s wish for his French work to be display together side by side did not happen in his life time, only a few watercolours are known to have been exhibited and two sold before his death. (Robertson, 2005, p19). After his death of cancer in 1928 (Robinson, 2005, p 12), his wife Margaret tried to interest galleries in showing his watercolours to no avail. There was a centenary exhibition organised by Andrew McLaren Young in 1968 in Edinburgh, “By this time the watercolours had been eclipsed by popular interest in his buildings and furniture, and few people were aware of the range of Mackintosh artistic output.”  (Billcliffe,1979, p21) 
My mixed exhibition: many facets of Mackintosh’s creative career
I feel to help address the limited reference made in Making of Glasgow Style at Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery - Summer 2018, that I would make his watercolours the subject of my exhibition; display as many as possible together, and for this reason, I have selected to set it at the same venue and using the same spaces.  The style of spaces to be in format of original Willow Tearooms recently refurbished and re-opened in 2018 (McLaughlin, A, 2018). By displaying the forgotten watercolours in the same spirit as Mrs Cranston “putting bottoms on chairs that now fetch thousands” (Kinchin, 1991, p15). 
[bookmark: _Hlk6904016]It will mainly have his watercolours displayed in a non-traditional method I will include some pieces of his furniture as reference points. As Dean identifies in Museum Exhibition Practise and Theory, exhibition development needs to be inclusive of its community and their expectations “an understanding of human learning…is useful for developing exhibitions that serve audience needs” (Dean,1994, p.9). Curation – the action or process of selecting organising and looking after the items in a collection or exhibition
The design proposal
With my exhibition I will attempt to address this oversight and hopefully bring his watercolours subject and form to a wider audience.  I intend to include some of his more familiar pieces such as the iconic furniture, architectural drawings, glass and his Willow Tearoom designs. Thus, demonstrating links and connections in style and influence between his French watercolours and his better-known Glasgow Style. As Dean identifies it an “essential value of collections in the information contained in them” (Dean, 1994, p1).  I am keen for this exhibition to be held at Kelvingrove to support Deans theory that an exhibition can and should engage and create a narrative. An example of which would be, including a contemporary Willow tearoom menu in the form of wall hanging to create links.
I should like to create an enjoyable experience, relaxed comfortable surroundings for interaction between the visitors, the exhibition and an opportunity to learn in a non-formal way.  Therefore, I intend to use the same spaces as Making of Glasgow Style did in the 2018 summer. Make an environment like a Miss Cranston tea room; light bright and open. She being a well-respected business woman of her time which extended to her taste “that made her such an effective champion of the new “Glasgow Style” (Kinchin, 1998, p13). The two collaborated for nearly 20 years providing the general public an environment at the leading edge of Avant Garde artistic style. 
[bookmark: _Hlk6951551]By installing a range of his windows back lit to create natural light into basement spaces. White walls with strips of his well-known designs hung as wallpaper along with a copy of the Willow tearoom menu as used in the Charles Rennie Mackintosh – the making of the Glasgow style (Summer 2018). Establish a traditional tea room available to visitors in exit area of exhibition, using some of the receipts in Taking Tea with Mackintosh (p 80-96). The whole space to be in the Glasgow style; Mackintosh preferred way of designing for whole space, using the well-known and recently refurbished Willow Tearoom as a template as depicted in TV programme ‘Mackintosh's Tea Room’ (2018). 
Having some of his watercolours hung in a traditional manor against walls in a room setting with others to be hung from ceiling on wires that visitors must go around to avoid creating humour and interaction. Information about image to be put on plinth – this way will create an item to be navigated not to hit head. Having works at chest level and free hanging. Also provide space for children to draw their own watercolours – using crayon or felt pens (less mess than water colour). Engage audience with familiar and introducing the watercolours part of Mackintosh’s later life - the missing years. Create a sunny day with lighting the familiar tea room setting, therefore only the watercolours are the new learning. Using the Glasgow tearoom setting that was distinguished by high standards of catering and décor.
In conclusion I feel staging an exhibition of all Mackintosh’s French watercolours made during the years that his career was drawing to a close would be a fitting retrospective of this currently much-admired artist/designer. In some way go towards for filling his wish for how this body of work should be displayed - retaining authorship of his watercolours.  In his final years he had been consigned to obscurity as architectural style moved on. His watercolour subjects developed isolated from other contemporary artistic styles are not compositions that appeal to all tastes, as Roger Billcliffe explains, “French paintings have a surreal atmosphere, the landscape is almost tangible but, at the same time, obviously flat and two-dimensional” (Billcliffe, 1979, p.18)
[bookmark: _Hlk6912729]I think that the Glaswegian and wider audience that I hope to attract will engage and learn; seeing these paintings set amongst the well-known interior of The Willows traditional tea room. The original owner of which believed in Mackintosh’s style and work enough to allow him to influence and design for her several establishments. The visitors will be able to engage with his familiar work and the lesser known French watercolours.  In a similar way to the situation when Mackintosh Memorial Exhibition was held at McLellan Galleries, Glasgow in May 1933 (Robertson, 2005, p111); after Margaret Macdonald’s death earlier in the same year. Which included around 30 of his French watercolours all together per his wishes and were a revelation to that Glasgow audience as reported in the Glasgow Evening Citizen by a critic. (Robertson,2005, p 12). 
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Figure 8: Dark sombre décor of 2018 Making of Glasgow Style  

[image: Image result for Making of Glasgow Style]Figure 7: Kelvingrove Art Museum – Ground Guide 
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Figure 9: The Baldechino in the tea room in 1903 Willow Tearoom Trust.
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Figure 11: Letterbox window design – modern renovation Willow Tearoom 2018 by Glasgow businesswoman Celia Sinclair 

[image: ]Figure 12: Draft exhibition layout
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