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Our removal of Waterhouse's naked
nymphs painting was art in action
Sonia Boyce

Tue 6 Feb 2018 11.54 GMT

I coordinated a Manchester Art Gallery event at which the
painting was taken down. It was about giving people a say in
what's on show

A Hylas and the Nymphs, by John William Waterhouse. ‘What is beautiful to some people may appear to others to

represent a problematic and pejorative system.' Photograph: Courtesy Manchester City Galleries
very day, in museums all over the world, paintings are put up and
taken down. More often than not, this activity takes place pretty
much unannounced and unnoticed. In most cases, the decisions
that inform this activity are made by professional museum
curators behind closed doors.

The recent, temporary removal from Manchester Art Gallery of John William
Waterhouse’s 1896 painting Hylas and the Nymphs, which depicts Hercules’
handsome male lover being lured to his death in a pond by seven long-
haired, topless nymphs (pubescent girls), was an attempt to involve a much
wider group of people than usual in the curatorial process.
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A retrospective of my work opens at the gallery next month. As part of this I
was invited by the museum to reflect on its 18th and 19th-century galleries
and to make a new artwork. This is the context in which the “takedown” of
Waterhouse’s painting took place. It has since been rehung by the gallery.

It is well known that the vast majority of artworks held in public collections
languish, hidden from view, in storage facilities. Space constraints are one
reason, but curatorial choices also play a role. Would we call these choices

“censorship”?
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engagement has wide cultural implications. What is beautiful to some people
may appear to others to represent a problematic and pejorative system. In
relation to the 19th-century galleries under discussion, for example, are there
other narratives than the female subject as a deathly siren (the femme fatale)
or as a submissive object to be looked at? On the opposite wall to Hylas and
the Nymphs there is a topless depiction of Sappho by Charles Mengin (1877),
where she stands on a cliff edge about to commit suicide due to her failed
heterosexual love for Phaon. Nothing in the painting suggests her prolific and
influential role as a lyrical poet, or her status as a lesbian icon.

Some museums - I suppose the type [ am most interested in - consider the
museum as a place to explore new meanings and to forge new relationships
between people and art. In my mind, the past never sits still and
contemporary art’s job is increasingly about exploring how art intersects
with civic life. Institutions such as the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven,
where there is a gallery dedicated to visitors creating their own displays, and
MIMA (Middlesbrough Institute for Modern Art) where visitors are
encouraged to become directly engaged in a hands-on way, are examples of
how such ideas can be put into practice. The removal of Hylas and the
Nymphs, at the end of a performance art event, can be seen in this context.
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A After the removal of Hylas and the Nymphs in Manchester, gallery-goers were invited to write their views on
post-it notes. The painting has now been rehung. Photograph: Manchester Art Gallery

I think it is important to listen to different sides in any discussion about art.
But here’s the rub... Everyone seems to want an easy, digestible soundbite. In
the professional media and at supersonic speed across social media, there
has been much outrage and some bigotry spurred on by the rhetoric of
“censorship”.

Proclaiming that art is being censored or banned has had a polarising effect
on the discussions. Terms such as “publicity stunt”, “silly” and “politically
correct” hide the complexities involved. There is a whiff too of that old
chestnut: the innocent and reassuringly familiar past (historic paintings)
pitted against the vacuous emperor’s new clothes (contemporary art) —
which is simultaneously presented as a prudish form of feminist moralising.

For those who are interested, over a number of sessions since last summer, I
have been involved with a group of Manchester Art Gallery staff wishing to
take part in a dialogue about the works in the galleries. One session asked
why a mythological painting is judged so differently to a photograph.
Participants remembered the confiscation by police in 2009 of a
photographic work in Tate Modern by Richard Prince, of child actress and
model Brooke Shields aged 10, depicted with an oiled torso in a bathtub. Is it
the classical story versus the documentary image that makes one kind of
object charming and the other so problematic as to be judged illegal?
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The reason why I invited five performance artists to Manchester Art Gallery
last month - Lasana Shabazz, and the drag collective Family Gorgeous: Anna
Phylactic, Venus Vienna, Liquorice Black and Cheddar Gorgeous - was to ask
them to respond artistically to various works in these historical galleries with
an audience of gallery-goers. This was to help us consider these artworks in a
non-binary way. The takedown of Hylas and the Nypmhs happened at the
end of this event. I think people who weren’t there imagine a rather raucous,
militant action, but in truth the taking down was sedate and quite low-key.
Once the painting was off the wall, people continued mingling.

I can’t claim credit for all that has unfolded since then, nor do I want to
distance myself from my role in it. After collecting the footage from the
performance and appraising the varied responses, I will have to focus on
creating an artwork.

® Sonia Boyce is an artist whose exhibition opens at the Manchester Art
Gallery on 23 March



