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“Their hushed atmosphere, tense geometry and subdued colour scheme

respond to the grim anxieties of the Home Front, as well as to their original
al setting. The figures wait — for the doctor, for food, for peace.

A columnar tree cuts across ashlar. Greys tending to lilac, mauve and

olive green set off the plain white bowls of the orphans and the clean

bandages of the wounded. The glowing oil lamp in the foreground and

the sash window illuminated in the sober terrace beyond are at once

marvelious and mundane™

Micholas Penny, London Review of Bocks, 17 April 2003

hitp:/library.wellcome.ac.uk

Acts of Mercy

The Middlesex Hospital paintings

by Frederick Cayley Robinson (1862-1927)

‘Acts Of Mercy’ is the collective title of

four large ofi paintings on canvas painted by
Fraderick Cayley Robinson between 1815
and 1920 for the Middlesex Hospital in
Londen. They had been commissioned for
the Hospital in 1912 by the Australian-bom
mining tyceon and art lover Edmund (later
Sir Edmund) Davis (1861-1939), a Gowernor
and benefactor of the Hospital.

The set forms one of the mest ambitious
schemes to andow a hospital with
programmatic paintings about its mission
since the frescoes painted by Domenico
di Bartolo and two other paintars for the
Hospital of Santa Maria della Scala in
Siena in 144044

The Middlesex Hospital paintings form two
pairs, & pair of interior scanes traditionally
called '‘Orphans’ and a pair of axterior
scenes called “The Doctor’. In each pair,
contemporary and realistic elements are
fusad with timeless and symbolic features
in a dreamlike ensemble.

In the Middlesex Hospital, the four paintings
wera placed in niches in the entrance hal,
both in the original bailding and in the new
building constructed on the site of the old
one in 1930-35. The pair of 'Orphans’ was
shown in series (alongside one another),
while: the pair of ‘Tha Dector’ was shown

in counterview (facing one another), a
distinction that called for a different type

of compaosition for each pair. In the once-
smoke-filled waiting area, they became very
tamiliar to genarations of patients, visitors,
students and staff. One consultant wrate:
“NMy life was made happler by the presence
of these paintings”, while anather called
themn “a daily pleasure and inspiration”.

The Middiesex Hospital paintings ware
acquired by the Wellcome Library in 2009.
The intenticn is that they will be displayed
at the entrance to the Library when they are
not exhibited alsewhera,







This etching by Alfred Mills (above) from
around 1800 shows in the background the
Middlesax Hospital, designed by James
Paine and built In 1755-80. The four
paintings by Cayley Robinson ware installad
n that building between 1915 and 1920,
Tha people in the foreground of the atehing
demonstrate the charitable purposes of the
institution: halping mothers and children,
the sick and the aged. The Cayley Robinson
paintings present an updated version of the
same continuing ideals. They were summed
up in three words in the motto of the

esex Hospital Medical School:

m to help

the wretche:

The Middlesex He
half a mila
Building, astablished in 1745, It w
one of the "'voluntary hospitals’ - including
Guy's, the Westminster the (Royal)
London - which were founded by groups
of charitable donors to su

hospitals that grown out of medieva
monasteries such as St Bartholomew's,
Bethlam and St Thomas's. Like s

other such institu

after a saint or [

Middiesex being the county that incl

most of the pregent Greater London north
of the rive

, situated in Fitzrovia
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Wellcome Library to add to the Library's

exte ve collection of pictures dating
from the 14th to the 215t century.

The fitle *Acts of Mercy' derives from the
oral Works {or Acts) of Mercy,
e main principles underlying
the historical development of hospitals.
These saven Acts are; feeding the hungr
giving drink to the thirsty, clothing the
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This painting and its pair show the historical
role of the hospital in bringing up and
sustaining orphans. The Spedale

Innocenti in Florence (built in the 1°

century) and the Foundling Hospital in
London (established in 1739) are well-

known examples of hospitals for which
raising abandoned children was thair

main function. Orphans are not explicitly
mentioned in the Corporal Acts of Mercy,
but St Thomas stated that the formulations
given thera are only summaries: for
exampile, guiding the blind and canyi

the lame are not men ed becausa they
should be understood as being contained in

visiting the sick, Peopla using the

: the Siena hospital
included the care

pain [
Tece , raiging and marriage o
girls entrusted to that hospital. It is lik
that Frad Cayley Robin
that painting, for he had spent t e
studying art in Tuscany in 1898-1800. He
had treated the subject himself even befare

alian sojourn, for his pa g ‘The

g, in Leamington Spa Art Gallery,

is dated 1898

On the laft of the preses
uniformed girls anter the
arched staircase. Tt

Edward Burne-Jones's celebrated painting
‘The Golden Stairs’ (1876-80; in Tate Britain),
n which mi : descend the slairs as
play. Here the procession down the
winding ¢ liustrates the queusing and
regirmentation of institutional life.

The column and the cylindrical stone drum
at the bottomn of the staircase tum the
comer into the room, and the sarpanting
line that they initiate continueas in the next
inting in the pair. The aintings of
ad in the Middlesex

o,
separated by the f g 1 ards:
this explains nainting sets off a
rightwe
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Here the uniforrmed girls proceed to thair
place at the table. They continue in the
foreground the rightwards flow of
serpantine line that started in the
painting, and than, in tha back register,
bring it round and back to the left, where it
balancas the previous painting and draws
antion to the centre of tha reom. The cat
also turns round, to look across the divide
he pouring of the milk,

Ta get to their places the girls have to
circumvent an obstacla in the form of a
draped column, rapresenting the wealth
and status of the institution: the gir resting
har hand against tha shaft of the column

plays the same rode in turning round the
composition as the girl on the laft of the
previous painting who touches the surface
of the drum. The bust in the window and
the lonic pilasters on the right remind the
girls that they are tt neficiaries of thair
patrons’ largessa. The deep sloping window
embrasure with no v aut on to the ¢
appears in several of Cayley Robinson's
paintings: it implies a dungeon-like i

h children and young women are
confined by social conventions that they did
not create, They are not trusted wit
wi vs like the iluminated one glim
throwgh the window on the far side of the
Fitzrovia square

The orphan girts are not anly bereft of home
and family: they represent the genaration
inwhich a large number of men were killed
whike young in World War |, leaving young
women to suppert themselves by pursuing
such careers as were avallable to them,

One of those careers was of course nursing.
The suggestion may be put into the viawers
d that thesa are the fulure nurses of

thie Middlesex Hospital. Certainly the

painting would not be greatly different if the
¥s were replaced by nurses’
see on the left of the next




Hera wea sae the home of the orphans from
tha outside. The haspital is a temple-like
structure of load-bearing stone, approachead
through arches, colonnades and Vitruvian
opanings. A photograph of this painting in
1930 shows in the background the entrance
to the Middlasex Haspital with some similar
features (p. 7 above). The grandeur of the
building represents power and authority, and
contrasts with the failty of its inmates, here a
men. The colonnade of three columns on the
left provides a suppon for the pipe-smoking
invalid to lean against, and thus shows the
positive banefits of that power. On the right,
a pompows aquestrian statue of a warrior
glorifies those pawars of the state that have
brought suffering on its people through war,

On the terracotta-tiled landing between
two flights of stone steps we see scidiers
who had returned from World War | and
were prevented from working by war
wounds or psychological trauma: *a
scene of gaunt haggard faces and listless
soldiers, gathering for fresh air during
convalescence, on the steep steps of the
hospital's pillared entrance. One soldier
wears carpet slippers, 1 his military
jacket draped uselessly around his
bandaged arm in a sling: ancther lsans on
a crutch at the top of the steps, looking
toward a group of elderty and unemployed
men" (Willsdon).

Tha foremost figure on tharight is a
tuberculous-looking man wearing a top
hat and a white scarf. He stands apart

from the others on the edge of the landing.

This marginal man reappears in another
painting by Cayley Robinson as a hungry
street violinist, hunched up in the snow
outside a pub on 8 wintry night

The two paintings of “The Doctor wens
placed in the Middlesex Hospital facing
one anather an the two side walls of the
entrance hall: hence each has a strong

C al motif. In the present painting, the
hospital is placed in the cenire ground
between slices of life to left and right.

On the left, a sunny moming dawns and
a nurse rings a bell to waken the hospital
community to its wark of service, like the
tolling of the matins bell in a raligious house.
On the right, evening falls on a terrace of
Gaorgian townhouses. The yellow electric
light shining in a top-floor flat esxemplifies
a favourite device of this painter: the
n a cold exterior it by pallid

ht and the warm glow of artificial light
suggesting demestic comfort and security.
The industrial chimnays beyond show the
sources of that heat and light in p
stations miles to the east.




In symmaetry with the previous picture, day
dawns on the right, bathing in sunfight a
courtyard outside the hospital in which
reprasentatives of the civilian population
wait. The courtyard tiled in warm terracotta
continues from the previous painting.

The paopla, wearing costume of different
periods, include a mother nursing a baby,
children and mature people. On the left

s a man wearing a scholar's cloak: he
resambles the artist himself, Frederick
Cayley Robinson, who was Professor of
Figure Composition and Decoration at
Glasgow School of Art from 1914 to 1924,
Of the group, only the unattended mongrel
communicates with the viewear,

The traditional architecture provides an
aged man with a ledge to take the weight
off his legs while he waits to have his
medicine bottle refilled.

On the right a woman kneals at the entrance
to the hospital to thank a doctor for treating
her young daughter. A nurse holds a ewer
of water, the attribute of Hygiela, the
daughter of Aesculapius. In the centre,

a dead tree with a snake in its branches
bears an ambiguous message. In the pagan
world, the serpent entwined around a stam
is the emblem of Aesculapius himself,
representing the ingenuity of the physician
(look back at the 18th-cantury print shown

on p. 6 abova). In tha Christian world,
howsevar, as the serpent in tha gardan

of Eden, it reminds hurnan baings of thair
fate as the descendants of Adam and Ewve:
“Dust thou art and unto dust shalt thou
raturn”. Cayley Robinson had published

a sat of illustrations to the book of Genesis
in 1914,

The terrace of Fitzrovia houses seftles into
the dusk; a comat passes through the sky;
and doves dart away towards their

resting place.
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