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Art scene

LONDON’S
lost galleries

Running a commercial contemporary art space
is tough—and there is a long list of innovative

ventures to have fallen by the capital’s waysides
By Anna Brady

Above: experimental Signals Gallery lasted just two years in the mid 1960s. Right:
Peggy Guggenheim's plans to open amuseum of Modern art, with Herbert Read
at the helm, were shelved; her previous gallery held 20 shows in just 18 months
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ondon has never had so
many commercial art
galleries as in the past
decade, but the cycle of life
and death is brutal, and
the most experimental are
i emestiinn - Often the shortest lived.
If not killed off by economic pressures,
contemporary galleries often struggle to live
past the particular moment in which they
were born and, if they do, dwindle with
the death or retirement of their founder.
The Second World War, too, interrupted a
burgeoning avant-garde scene, causing the
demise of the collector Peggy Guggenheim’s
gallery, which is the subject of an exhibition
opening this week at Ordovas gallery (until
14 December). Many galleries have come and
gone; here, we present a small selection that
have made an impact on the city’s art scene.
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\ Guggenheim Jeune

On the eve of the Second World War,

the more experimental galleries of
Mayfair’s Cork Street embraced European
artists of the avant-garde at a time when the
stuffier establishment shunned them. In
1938, two years after the ground-breaking
International Surrealist Exhibition at the New
Burlington Galleries (the building is now
Cecconi’s restaurant), Peggy Guggenheim
opened her own gallery, Guggenheim
Jeune, in a former pawnbroker’s shop just
around the corner at 30 Cork Street. It
closed just 18 months later, in June 1939,
and the building was bombed in the Blitz.
But in the gallery’s short life —and with
Marcel Duchamp as an adviser — it held

20 exhibitions of abstract and Surrealist
works, including the first UK shows of
Kandinsky and Yves Tanguy. Its Children’s
Drawing exhibition included works by a
15-year-old Lucian Freud and Guggenheim’s
daughter. Guggenheim closed the gallery,
intending to open her own museum of
Modern art with the historian Herbert
Read as director, in autumn 1939. Were it
not for the Second World War, the Peggy
Guggenheim Collection could have been in
London, not Venice.
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