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Displaying Art, Imaging Philanthropy: The Operation of Art Exhibition in London
Foundling Hospital in 1750s
Kuei-ying Huang

In 1746, with his own great enthusiasm for promoting the Foundling Hospital in
London, William Hogarth gathered a group of artists to decorate the charity institute.
The works generated by this project, which were donated by some of the most
distinguished artists of the time, have been regarded as a precious legacy of eighteenth
century English art. As the very first venue for public art exhibition in England, the
Foundling hospital also stood as a unique example in the history of art display.
Existent art historical researches tend to regard the Foundling art project as a
precluding episode to the subsequent exhibition culture and the institutionalization of
art in the following years of the century. The present paper, in contrast, aims to
resituate the art project in the context of philanthropic culture and highlight the
distinct nature of the Foundling Hospital as a hybrid exhibition site. By analyzing
visual and written materials it demonstrates the ways in which artists presented their
works to fulfill their dual expectations — to promote philanthropy and to elicit
potential patronage — from exhibiting in the Foundling Hospital. Through these
discussions, this paper reconsiders the received opinion that these artists passively
worked with the cause of the Foundling Hospital to seek the rare opportunity of public
display. It argues, instead, that this art project attested to the artists’ imagination about
the relationship between art and philanthropy. The operation of art exhibition itself
also demonstrates the deft curatorial strategy performed by the charity to promote
their public image. Apart from its inspiration to the subsequent public art exhibitions,
the Foundling Hospital art project was singular in its purpose, nature, subject matter
and ways of display. Not only a peculiar product of the social/cultural context of the
time, it also embodied a philanthropic exhibition culture that was separate from
commercial or pure art exhibition.
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