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By examining the circumstances behind the foundatib the city art-
museums of Birmingham, Liverpool, and Manchestdmictv all opened
between 1867 and 1883, Amy Woodson-Boulton filkoasiderable gap in
museological knowledge. Hitherto only discussedsirort accounts, or
lumped together as “hodge podge collections” withgurpose of controlling
the lower classes, the art museums are presemntethlibeir most illuminat-
ing context: that of each other. Woodson-Boultoguas that these three
institutions were part of a broader reaction taustdal capitalist society, in
a reading that is deeply self-conscious about teisime and the material
abundance that enabled their existence. Her extensie of archival re-
sources brings to life the characters who madaepammittees that created
these still extant institutions. These reformehdlgmthropists, and local poli-
ticians each had different motivations and expéwtatin creating palaces of
art for the common people, and Woodson-Boulton @gsl how localized
discussions related to national issues. The fondere filled with Ruskinian
and evangelical zeal to better the lives of ordinmeople in these industrial
cities by using “the didactic and morally transfampower of objects.” The
result was what the author calls “contradictory omoents” that, on the one
hand, celebrated the wealth of the industrial siéind their elite, and, on the
other, hoped to mitigate the worst effects of indabzation through beauty.
Unlike that in continental Europe, the museum moseiin Britain was
locally driven rather than being controlled or pfidby central government.
Woodson-Boulton charts the foundation, openingqgiesi, collecting prac-
tices, art and educational materials, and, finallg, movement of museums
into the new aesthetic climate of the 20th centlihe passionate starting
point was “the idea of art as experience, and @ubeas social trans-
formation,” a vision which managed to create lagtimstitutions and social
policy.

The Introduction sets the scene for this new metsfagform, “social
change through aesthetic experience.” It is tergptirsee “the museum” as
a metaphor for society as a whole, where the ralized collection imposes
and reflects cultural drives. However, Woodson-Baulagrees with other
recent scholarship in finding more diverse methgadsyps, and philosophies
at work. The histories of these three regionatarseums enable an examina-
tion of the emerging conflicts over the use and mveg of art. Woodson-
Boulton explains the social and economic circuntstanwhereby the pace of
technological and industrial change created aresesibout consumption,



