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Rationale 

What is the role of the gallery? Does it simultaneously support, encourage and restrict 
artists and their work? Do gallery promotion and sales influence how we understand 
the value of art? Does money impact on art history? 

This resource brings together the voices of artists, dealers, gallery directors and art 
historians to explore the complex relationship between artists and galleries: between 
money, art and art history. The activities draw on oral history sources that bring multi-
layered accounts and occasionally contrasting perspectives into play. The aim is to 
encourage an analytical cross-referencing of sources as well as critical discussions 
around who determines the value of art, and how?  

Sources referred to in these teaching notes are available from Voices of art and the 

British Library Sounds website. A full list of sources is provided at the end of the 

document. 

 

Key questions 

 What is the role of the gallery?  

 Who or what determines the value of art? Has this changed over time? 

 How does gallery promotion and sales impact on artists and their work? 

 How does salesmanship and money influence art and art history? 

 What does oral history bring to research and understanding that other sources – 
texts and images – do not? 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history


 
  

 

The British Library | www.bl.uk/  2 

 

Activities 

1. The gallery: Changing values 

Explore your understanding and experience of different galleries. What are their 
aims and motives? What do they do? Compile a list or make a spider diagram to 
include all the different functions that you believe a gallery has, or should have. 

Listen to the following audio extracts with gallerist John Kasmin: 

Kasmin: On the contrast between Marlborough Fine Art and other London 
galleries in the 1950s 

Kasmin: On how Victor Musgrave ran Gallery One 

 Discuss the different descriptions of galleries and gallery directors’ 
approaches, motives and aims. Which confirm, challenge or change your 
own understanding of the gallery? 

 Notice how Kasmin speaks about the value of galleries to artists in monetary 
terms. Does this correspond to how you define the value of the gallery, art 
and artists? 

 

Related essays 

Duncan Robinson, ‘The art market of the 1950s’ and ‘The Marlborough effect’ in 
The London art world, 1950-1965 

Sarah Victoria Turner, Gallery One: Victor Musgrave’s stable of artists 

 

2. Case study: John Kasmin and the Kasmin Gallery 

In his essay The London art world, 1950-1965, Duncan Robinson states that: 

It would be hard to exaggerate the impact of Kasmin on the London art 
scene … With his unfailing energy and commitment to contemporary 
art, Kasmin was a master publicist as well as a persuasive salesman. His 
gallery became synonymous with cutting-edge abstraction, and its 
appeal had much to do with the character of its owners. 

 

Listen closely to some of the following interviews with people closely connected 
to John Kasmin: 

Gillian Ayres: On Kasmin and on joining Kasmin Gallery 

Robyn Denny: On Kasmin (See: https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-
vision/2017/03/speaking-of-the-kasmin-gallery.html) 

Richard Burton: On John Kasmin at the centre of an art world (See: 
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-
C0467X0117XX-K045V0) 

Sheila Girling: On Kasmin as Anthony Caro's dealer 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-the-contrast-between-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-the-contrast-between-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-how-victor-musgrave-ran-gallery-one
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/sarah-victoria-turner-gallery-one-victor-musgraves-stable-of-artists
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gillian-ayres-on-kasmin-and-on-joining-kasmin-gallery
Robyn%20Denny:%20On%20Kasmin
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0467X0117XX-K045V0
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sheila-girling-on-kasmin-as-anthony-caros-dealer
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Examine how these accounts of Kasmin complement or challenge each other. Use 
post-it notes or a large piece of paper to collectively record what specifically 
stands out in each. Together, do they offer a comprehensive or contrasting 
picture? You should also explore: 

 Does listening closely to not just what is being said but how it is being said 
inform your interpretation of people and events?  For example, does the 
sound of a voice – including its accent, pauses and hesitations – allow you to 
build a more intimate understanding of someone’s life and personality?  

 Do the accounts reveal as much about the speaker as they do about 
Kasmin? Examine your own bias in listening to the different recordings. Do 
you interpret some as more ‘trust-worthy’ than others?  

 

Related essays 

Duncan Robinson, The London art world, 1950-1965 

Lisa Tickner, Playing it by ear: Kasmin in the 1960s 

 

3. The art of selling art  

John Kasmin introduced a new business model for his gallery that included the 
international pursuit of sales. In the following clips he describes his experience of 
other gallery models, the usefulness of social and business networks, and the act 
of selling art itself: 

Kasmin: On Marlborough Fine Art social circles  

Kasmin: On being a travelling salesman  

 Note the skills and tactics Kasmin recalls using to find buyers. How do they 
differ from the skills generally associated with being a salesman?  

 

Listen to Kasmin speaking about selling the work of David Hockney and Francis 
Bacon: 

Kasmin: On selling David Hockney's The Grand Procession of Dignitaries in the 
Semi-Egyptian Style 

Kasmin: On selling a Francis Bacon painting to Sheridan Dufferin 

 Discuss Kasmin’s attitude to pricing Bacon’s work. Is the value attributed to 
the work itself and/or Kasmin's belief that it is an investment that will 
increase in price? 

 Compare this to Kasmin’s annoyance at Hockney’s work being re-sold for 
much more than he charged. 

 What is your own view? How, and by who, should the initial price of art be 
determined? Who is responsible for subsequent price increases and who 
should reap the profits? 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/lisa-tickner-playing-it-by-ear-kasmin-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-marlborough-fine-art-social-circles
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-being-a-travelling-salesman
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-david-hockneys-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-david-hockneys-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-a-francis-bacon-painting
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Related essays 

Cathy Courtney, Selling art and the art of selling 

Ian Dunlop, Discovering the American painter Jules Olitski at the Kasmin Gallery 
in London 

 

4. The impact of money on artists and their work  

Money matters as artists and galleries both need an income. Reflect on how 
gallery promotion, success and the need for money may impact both positively 
and negatively on artists’ lives and work. 

Listen to two artists and one art dealer giving their individual accounts for how 
money may influence an artist’s work: 

Gillian Ayres: On leaving Kasmin Gallery 

Anthony Caro: On finding that no gallery would show his steel sculpture, 1960 

Kasmin: On first visiting Anthony Caro  

 

Discuss:  

 According to the interviews, to what extent does the need for money shape 
the art being made and shown? What are the implications of this? 

 Examine the tensions between money and integrity. How do artists deal 
with this tension? What decisions or choices do they make? Are the same 
choices available to all?  

 

5. The impact of galleries, dealers and money on art history  

Listen to former Tate Director Nicholas Serota describing the role of art galleries 
and dealers in shaping national collections. Compare this account with Kasmin’s 
descriptions of the experience of buying a work by Henri Matisse that ‘of course, 
ought to belong to the Tate Gallery’ and, of gifting a work by Jules Olitski to the 
Tate collection. 

Nicholas Serota: On Sheridan Dufferin; on the role of dealers in establishing an 
artist's status (See: https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-
choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0) 

Nicholas Serota: On gallerists Alec Gregory-Hood, Kasmin and Leslie Waddington 

Kasmin: On joining with other gallerists to buy Henri Matisse's La Perruche et la 
Sirène 

Kasmin: On his gift to Tate of Instant Loveland by Jules Olitski 

 

 

 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/cathy-courtney-selling-art-and-the-art-of-selling
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/ian-dunlop-discovering-the-american-painter-jules-olitski-at-the-kasmin-gallery-in-london
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/ian-dunlop-discovering-the-american-painter-jules-olitski-at-the-kasmin-gallery-in-london
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gillian-ayres-on-leaving-kasmin-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/anthony-caro-finding-no-gallery-to-show-his-steel-sculpture
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-first-visiting-anthony-caro
Nicholas%20Serota:%20On%20Sheridan%20Dufferin;%20on%20the%20role%20of%20dealers%20in%20establishing%20an%20artist's%20status
Nicholas%20Serota:%20On%20Sheridan%20Dufferin;%20on%20the%20role%20of%20dealers%20in%20establishing%20an%20artist's%20status
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-gallerists-alec-gregory-hood-kasmin-and-leslie-waddington
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-buying-the-matisse
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-buying-the-matisse
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-his-gift-to-tate
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Discuss: 

 How do Kasmin and Serota’s perspectives differ? How does this relate to 
their respective roles, responsibilities and motives for buying, selling or 
‘gifting’ art to national collections? 

 What are the consequences of an artist’s inclusion in a national collection? 
Does it impact on the price of their work? Does it influence how we come to 
perceive their status and importance in art historical terms? Has this 
changed over time? 

 

Related essays 

Cathy Courtney, Selling art and the art of selling 

Mel Gooding, Bryan Robertson and Lawrence Alloway 

Nicholas Serota, Norman Reid as Director of the Tate Gallery 

 

 

Extension activities  

 

1. The artist and the gallery 

Research the careers of Anthony Caro and Gillian Ayres. Both followed the 
direction of their work and interests rather than adapting their work to suit the 
gallery. Consider the sources on Voices of art in relation to written biographies. Is 
it possible to know if the choices artists made had consequences for their 
subsequent success? How do we measure success in relation to art? What is more 
important: integrity, fame or money?  

 

2. The artist-run gallery  

Explore the artistic practice of John Latham. Use Voices of art to research the 
changing dynamics of his relationship with Kasmin. Study Latham’s work and his 
legacy, including Flat Time House (FTHo) his former home and studio open to 
‘anyone interested in thinking about art’. Today, FTHo continues to provide space 
for the making, presenting and thinking about art. Visit the FTHo website, ask 
questions and/or think about this: Would this unique space and resource exist if 
Latham had continued to work with the Kasmin Gallery? 

Explore why FTHo, other artist-run galleries, as well as individual artists, may 
choose to operate outside the commercial gallery system. How do they sustain 
different aims and objectives by generating an income by alternative means; for 
example through other jobs, funding, patronage or opportunities for promoting 
and selling their own work online? 

 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/cathy-courtney-selling-art-and-the-art-of-selling
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/mel-gooding-bryan-robertson-and-lawrence-alloway
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/nicholas-serota-norman-reid-as-director-of-the-tate-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
http://flattimeho.org.uk/
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3. The art market and the value of art 

When Kasmin introduced a new model for the relationship between artists and 
galleries the art market was much smaller than it is today. However, his focus on 
the value of art in monetary terms still impacted on both artists and art history.  

 Listen to art historian and former Tate Director, Alan Bowness: On London 
galleries in the 1950s. Compare his description to your impressions of the art 
market today.  

As art fairs proliferate and record sales continuously attract international press 
coverage, examine how the rise of the art market may influence your own 
understanding of the value of art. Chose a national collection and follow the 
money: from government funding, private sponsors, blockbuster-exhibition ticket 
sales and the donation of art works and collections. To what extent is the art we 
encounter and its value determined by art market terms? 

 

 

List of sources 

 

Audio extracts from Voices of art and British Library Sounds: 

 Alan Bowness: On London galleries in the 1950s 

 Anthony Caro: On finding that no gallery would show his steel sculpture, 1960  

 Gillian Ayres: On Kasmin and on joining Kasmin Gallery  

 Gillian Ayres: On leaving Kasmin Gallery  

 Kasmin: On being a travelling salesman  

 Kasmin: On first visiting Anthony Caro  

 Kasmin: On his gift to Tate of Instant Loveland by Jules Olitski 

 Kasmin: On how Victor Musgrave ran Gallery One 

 Kasmin: On joining with other gallerists to buy Henri Matisse's La Perruche et la 
Sirène 

 Kasmin: On Marlborough Fine Art social circles  

 Kasmin: On selling a Francis Bacon painting to Sheridan Dufferin 

 Kasmin: On selling David Hockney's The Grand Procession of Dignitaries in the 
Semi-Egyptian Style 

 Kasmin: On the contrast between Marlborough Fine Art and other London 
galleries in the 1950s 

 Nicholas Serota: On gallerists Alec Gregory-Hood, Kasmin and Leslie 
Waddington 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/alan-bowness-on-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/alan-bowness-on-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/alan-bowness-on-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/anthony-caro-finding-no-gallery-to-show-his-steel-sculpture
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gillian-ayres-on-kasmin-and-on-joining-kasmin-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gillian-ayres-on-leaving-kasmin-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-being-a-travelling-salesman
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-first-visiting-anthony-caro
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-his-gift-to-tate
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-how-victor-musgrave-ran-gallery-one
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-buying-the-matisse
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-buying-the-matisse
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-marlborough-fine-art-social-circles
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-a-francis-bacon-painting
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-david-hockneys-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-selling-david-hockneys-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-the-contrast-between-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-the-contrast-between-london-galleries
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-gallerists-alec-gregory-hood-kasmin-and-leslie-waddington
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-gallerists-alec-gregory-hood-kasmin-and-leslie-waddington
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 Nicholas Serota: On Sheridan Dufferin; on the role of dealers in establishing an 
artist's status (See: https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-
choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0) 

 Richard Burton: On John Kasmin at the centre of an art world (See: 
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-
C0467X0117XX-K045V0) 

 Robyn Denny: On Kasmin (See: https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-
vision/2017/03/speaking-of-the-kasmin-gallery.html) 

 Sheila Girling: On Kasmin as Anthony Caro's dealer  
 

These are short extracts from full length interviews recorded for Artists’ Lives 
and Architects’ Lives, oral history projects run by National Life Stories. Many 
interviews are accessible online from the British Library Sounds website. 

 

Essays from Voices of art: 

 Cathy Courtney, Selling art and the art of selling 

 Ian Dunlop, Discovering the American painter Jules Olitski at the Kasmin 
Gallery in London 

 Mel Gooding, Bryan Robertson and Lawrence Alloway 

 Duncan Robinson, The London art world, 1950-1965 

 Nicholas Serota, Norman Reid as Director of the Tate Gallery 

 Lisa Tickner, Playing it by ear: Kasmin in the 1960s 

 Sarah Victoria Turner, Gallery One: Victor Musgrave’s stable of artists 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voices of art is supported by: 

 

Nicholas%20Serota:%20On%20Sheridan%20Dufferin;%20on%20the%20role%20of%20dealers%20in%20establishing%20an%20artist's%20status
Nicholas%20Serota:%20On%20Sheridan%20Dufferin;%20on%20the%20role%20of%20dealers%20in%20establishing%20an%20artist's%20status
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0466X0319XX-K111V0
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Oral-history-curator-s-choice/021M-C0467X0117XX-K045V0
Robyn%20Denny:%20On%20Kasmin
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sheila-girling-on-kasmin-as-anthony-caros-dealer
https://www.bl.uk/projects/national-life-stories-artists-lives
https://www.bl.uk/projects/national-life-stories-architects-lives
https://www.bl.uk/projects/national-life-stories
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/cathy-courtney-selling-art-and-the-art-of-selling
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/ian-dunlop-discovering-the-american-painter-jules-olitski-at-the-kasmin-gallery-in-london
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/ian-dunlop-discovering-the-american-painter-jules-olitski-at-the-kasmin-gallery-in-london
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/mel-gooding-bryan-robertson-and-lawrence-alloway
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/nicholas-serota-norman-reid-as-director-of-the-tate-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/lisa-tickner-playing-it-by-ear-kasmin-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/sarah-victoria-turner-gallery-one-victor-musgraves-stable-of-artists
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art

