THE HUNDRED MOST FAMOUS PAINTINGS OF ALL TIME

Mrs Badenhorst might have played her cards close to her chest, but that didn’t matter. My door into the history of art was at home, my own gallery of the hundred most famous paintings of all time, one to a page, each with an introduction by Professor Edward Roworth of the Michaelis School of Art. 

Mona Lisa is on the cover, hors concours – she would be number 101, but, appropriately she is beyond category  -  the most famous of the famous stamping her approval on this Cape Times publication, assembled from prints from the Medici Society in London and distributed by the United Tobacco Company as cigarette cards to be stuck in one by one into their album.

The book was my bible. Anything that I later saw that was not part of this official list had to make a strong case. Indeed, Roworth defends his choices with these words, “… there are certain good things in Art, … which have become Laws of Taste.” And at seven, this Professor with his messianic authority, using capital letters to underscore his Laws was not to be disobeyed.

Landseer didn’t make it. A handful of the Pre Raphaelites did, but I wasn’t able to find the classical girl in the front bedroom upstairs with her ever emptying urn. The Victorians in the forties had not yet come back into favour. 

Raphael’s Madonna del Granduca is not there, but with his three pages, there was no doubting his importance. Mrs Badenhorst had been right about Raphael.
French art ended with an early Monet, sufficiently realistic to pass for something Dutch or English. The Impressionists are ignored. He hints at a spiral downwards in standards, hoping that his publication will help stem what he sees as an “almost universal degredation of taste and technical accomplishment” because the book will “enable all of us to see what a real work of art looks like…” 

By implication, the rest does not qualify. My grandparents might have put a foot wrong with Landseer and Watts, but they were quite  right about Lady Hamilton who hung in the dining room opposite the dresser. She’d won over Romney the way she’d charmed Nelson, and for five years he painted her and nothing else.
But it is this picture of her, half-smiling, striding through the countryside, a dog leaping at her side, that was to become the icon of seduction of the later 18th century. Its pinup.

