Artistic and cultural life in Britain 

Artistic and cultural life in Britain is rather rich. It passed several main stages in its development. The Saxon King Alfred encouraged the arts and culture. The chief debt owed to him by English literature is for his translations of and commentaries on Latin works. Art, culture and literature flowered during the Elizabethan age, during the reign of Elizabeth I; it was the period of English domination of the oceans. 

It was at this time that William Shakespeare lived. The empire, which was very powerful under Queen Victoria, saw another cultural and artistic heyday as a result of industrialization and the expansion of international trade. But German air raids caused much damage in the First World War and then during the Second World War. The madness of the wars briefly interrupted the development of culture. 

Immigrants who have arrived from all parts of the Commonwealth since 1945 have not only created a mixture of nations, but have also brought their cultures and habits with them. Monuments and traces of past greatness are everywhere. There are buildings of all styles and periods. A great number of museums and galleries display precious and interesting finds from all parts of the world and from all stages in the development of nature, man and art. 

London is one of the leading world centres for music, drama, opera and dance. Festivals held in towns and cities throughout the country attract much interest. Many British playwrights, composers, sculptors, painters, writers, actors, singers and dancers are known all over the world. The British Council promotes knowledge of British culture and literature overseas. It organizes British participation in international exhibitions and encourages professional interchange in all cultural fields between Britain and other countries.       

Trafalgar Square 

Trafalgar Square, set in central London, is one of Britain's great tourist attractions. A visit to the capital would be incomplete without going to marvel at Nelsons Column and the four giant lions at its base, or to admire the lovely splashing fountains and to feed the pigeons, who have made their home here. Built to commemorate Admiral Nelson, the square was named after the Spanish Cape Trafalgar where his last battle was won.
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It was John Nash, who designed the first layout of the square in the 1820's. Although he didn't live to see its completion, his Neo-classical design was adhered to, achieving the unified effect of the beautiful buildings we admire today. Building of the square began in 1829 and was still being developed into the 1840's.

The National Gallery occupies the north side of the square. In the stone under the balustrade, you can see the Imperial Standards of Length (1 foot, 2 feet, 1 yard etc.).

On the east side is South Africa House, with African animals featured on the stone arches. Sir Robert Smirke, who designed The British Museum, also created Canada House, on the west side. Now open to the public, Canada House is worth a visit to enjoy the original classical interior, and to see the interesting changing exhibitions on view. Visiting Canadians may be interested to know that they can read the Canadian newspapers, browse on line, or send and receive emails in Canada House.

The chartists assembled in Trafalgar Square in 1848 and since then, it has been a favourite meeting place for demonstrators and marchers, trying to gain attention for their cause.

Each year in December, the people of Norway send a gift of an enormous Christmas tree to Britain, which is erected in Trafalgar Square. This is in thanks for Britain's part in their liberation during the Second World War. One of the unforgettable sights of London is to see the giant tree after dark, when it is lit by hundreds of twinkling fairy lights, carol singers grouped around, while floodlights illuminate the sparkling water in the fountains of the square. This picture is depicted on many Christmas cards, sent all over the world each year.

The equestrian statue of Charles I at the south end of the square is noteworthy, as being the original site of Charing Cross. This is the spot from which all 'distances from London' are measured. Edward I erected a cross here in 1290, the last of twelve marking the resting places of the funeral cortege of his wife Eleanor as it made its way from Nottinghamshire to Westminster Abbey. The cross remained on this spot, until its removal during the civil war in the mid 17th century. A replica was placed in the forecourt to Charing Cross Station two centuries later.

Surrounding Nelson are statues of other distinguished men. On either side, are the bronze statues of Sir Henry Havelock and Sir Charles James Napier both Victorian major generals. Fronting the north wall are busts of Beatty, Jellicoe and Cunningham all famous military leaders. In the north east corner, is a statue of George IV on horseback, commissioned by him, while in the opposite corner the pedestal does not yet have a permanent statue.

Westminster Abbey

It is safe to say that the three most famous buildings in England are Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London and St. Paul's Cathedral. Westminster Abbey is a fine Gothic building, which stands opposite the Houses of Parliament. It is the work of many hands and different ages. The oldest part of the building dates from the eighth century. It was a monastery - the West Minster. In the 11th century Edward the Confessor after years spent in France founded a great Norman Abbey. 

In 200 years Henry III decided to pull down the Norman Abbey and build a more beautiful one after the style then prevailing in France. Since then the Abbey remains the most French of all English Gothic churches, higher than any other English church (103 feet) and much narrower. The towers were built in 1735 - 1740. One of the greater glories of the Abbey is the Chapel of Henry VII, with its delicate fan-vaulting. 
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The Chapel is of stone and glass, so wonderfully cut and sculptured that it seems unreal. It contains an interesting collection of swords and standards of the 'Knights of the Bath'. The Abbey is famous for its stained glass. Since the far-off time of William the Conqueror Westminster Abbey has been the crowning place of the kings and queens of England. The Abbey is sometimes compared with a mausoleum, because there are tombs and memorials of almost all English monarchs, many statesmen, famous scientists, writers and musicians. 

If you go past the magnificent tombstones of kings and queens, some made of gold and precious stones, past the gold-and-silver banners of the Order of the Garter, which are hanging from the ceiling, you will come to Poets' Corner. There many of the greatest writers are buried: Geoffrey Chaucer, Samuel Johnson, Charles Dickens, Alfred Tennyson, Thomas Hardy and Rudyard Kipling. 

Here too, though these writers are not buried in Westminster Abbey, are memorials to William Shakespeare and John Milton, Burns and Byron, Walter Scott, William Makepeace Thackeray and the great American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 

Here in the Abbey there is also the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, a symbol of the nation's grief. The inscription on the tomb reads: 'Beneath this stone rests the body of a British Warrior unknown by name or rank brought from France to lie among the most illustrious of the land...' In the Royal Air Force Chapel there is a monument to those who died during the Battle of Britain, the famous and decisive air battle over the territory of Britain in the Second World War. 

Big Ben 

The tower clock and the clock famous for its accuracy and for its massive bell (weighing more than 13 tons). It is housed in St. Stephen's Tower, at the northern end of the Houses of Parliament, in the London borough of Westminster. In coordination with the Royal Greenwich Observatory, the chimes of Big Ben have been broadcast as a feature of the BBC's daily time signal since 1924, with brief interruptions (owing to repair work) in 1934 and 1956. 
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The clock was designed by Edmund Beckett Denison and built by E.J. Dent and, later, Frederick Dent. The name of the clock is said by some historians to stand for Sir Benjamin Hall, the commissioner of works. At the time of the clock and bell's installation in 1859, the name applied only to the bell, but it eventually came to indicate the clock itself. 

In 1956 the clock mechanism was restored and repaired. The hands of the clock are 9 and 14 feet (2.7 and 4.3 metres) long, respectively, and the clock tower rises to 320 feet (98 metres). The bell was cast by George Mears of Whitechapel and pulled to the tower by a wagon team of 16 horses. Shortly after it was installed, it developed a crack and was kept out of service until its repair in 1862. St. Stephen's Tower once contained a prison cell where “rioters” were confined. The leader of the woman suffrage movement, Emmeline Pankhurst, was placed in the cell in 1902 after demonstrating nearby. 

The Tower of London 

The Tower on the north bank of the Thames is one of the most ancient buildings of London. It was founded in the 11th century by William the Conqueror. 

But each monarch left some kind of personal mark on it. For many centuries the Tower has been a fortress, a palace, a prison and royal treasury. It is now a museum of arms and armour, - and, as one of the strongest fortresses in Britain, it has the Crown Jewels. 
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The grey stones of the Tower could tell terrible stories of violence and injustice. Many sad and cruel events took place within the walls of the Tower. It was here that Thomas More, the great humanist, was falsely accused and executed. Among famous prisoners executed at the Tower were Henry VIII's wives Ann Boleyn and Catherine Howard. When Queen Elizabeth was a princess, she was sent to the Tower by Mary Tudor ('Bloody Mary') and kept prisoner for some time. 

The ravens whose forefathers used to find food in the Tower still live here as part of its history. There is a legend that if the ravens disappear the Tower will fall. That is why the birds are carefully guarded. The White Tower was built by William the Conqueror to protect and control the City of London. It is the oldest and the most important building, surrounded by other towers, which all have different names. 

The Tower is guarded by the Yeomen Warders, popularly called 'Beefeaters'. There are two letters, E. R., on the front of their tunics. They stand for the Queen's name Elizabeth Regina. The uniform is as it used to be in Tudor times. Their everyday uniform is black and red, but on state occasions they wear a ceremonial dress: fine red state uniforms with the golden and black stripes and the wide lace-collar, which were in fashion in the 16th century. 

Every night at 10 p.m. at the Tower of London the Ceremony of the Keys or locking up of the Tower for the night takes place. It goes back to the middle ages. 

Five minutes before the hour the Head-warder comes out with a bunch of keys and an old lantern. He goes to the guardhouse and cries: 'Escort for the keys'. Then he closes the three gates and goes to the sentry, who calls: 'Halt, who comes there?' The Head-warder replies: 'The Keys'. 'Whose Keys?' demands the sentry. 'Queen Elizabeth's Keys', comes the answer. 'Advance Queen Elizabeth's Keys. All's well'. The keys are finally carried to the Queen's House where they are safe for the night. After the ceremony everyone who approaches the gate must give the password or turn away. 

St. Paul's Cathedral 

St. Paul's Cathedral is the work of the famous architect Sir Christopher Wren. It is said to be one of the finest pieces of architecture in Europe. Work on Wren's masterpiece began in 1675 after a Norman church, old St. Paul's, was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1666. For 35 years the building of St. Paul's Cathedral went on, and Wren was an old man before it was finished. 
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From far away you can see the huge dome with a golden ball and cross on the top. The interior of the Cathedral is very beautiful. It is full of monuments. The most important, perhaps, is the one dedicated to the Duke of Wellington. After looking round you can climb 263 steps to the Whispering Gallery, which runs round the dome. It is called so, because if someone whispers close to the wall on one side, a person with his ear close to the wall on the other side can hear what is said. But if you want to reach the foot of the ball, you have to climb 637 steps.

As for Christopher Wren, who is now known as 'the architect of London', he found his fame only after his death. He was buried in the Cathedral. Buried here are Nelson, Wellington and Sir Joshua Reynolds. Those who are interested in English architecture can study all the architectural styles of the past 500 or 600 years in Cambridge. The Chapel of King's College is the most beautiful building in Cambridge and one of the greatest Gothic buildings in Europe. It is built in the Perpendicular style. 

Its foundation stone was laid in 1446, but it was completed sixty-nine years later. The interior of the Chapel is a single lofty aisle and the stonework of the walls is like lace. The Chapel has a wonderful fan-vaulting which is typical of the churches of that time. We admire the skill of the architects and craftsmen who created all these wonderful buildings.

Buckingham Palace

Buckingham Palace was built in 1702 by the Duke of Buckingham as his London home. The house was then later sold to George III in 1761 by the Dukes son. In 1774 it was renamed "Queen's House" as Queen Charlotte resided there. 
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The Palace has of course seen many renovations and alterations, the first of which was in 1820 when Nash was commissioned by George IV. Nash, one of the foremost architects of the day added a new suite of rooms facing west into the garden, this doubled the size of the building. However the 'front' of the Palace, has remained virtually unchanged from the original design over 300 years ago.

Queen Victoria was the first monarch to take up residence in Buckingham Palace in 1837. Once again extensive changes took place. Today Buckingham Palace is used not only as the home of The Queen and her husband, The Duke of Edinburgh, but also for the administrative work for the monarchy. It is here in the state apartments that Her Majesty receives and entertains guests invited to the Palace.

The British Museum 

The British Museum is the national museum of antiquities and, until 1973, the national library of the United Kingdom. The British Museum was founded in 1753, incorporating the collection of the British physician and naturalist Sir Hans Sloane; the Harleian Collection, formed by the statesman Robert Harley, 1st earl of Oxford; and the Cottonian Library, organized by the antiquarian Sir Robert Cotton. In 1847 the building on Great Russell Street, in the Bloomsbury section of London, was completed. It now houses ten departments and part of the British Library. 
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The Departments of Prehistoric and Romano-British Antiquities and of Medieval and Later Antiquities house works of art from prehistoric Europe through the medieval periods and the Renaissance, and up to the 20th century. The Department of Coins and Medals embraces all cultures and periods, including Greek, Roman, and Oriental specimens, and the Royal Collection presented by King George IV. 

The Department of Egyptian Antiquities, housing one of the world's most extensive collections, is particularly noted for the Rosetta Stone and for its large holdings of papyri (see Papyrus), mummies, and mummy cases. The Department of Ethnography comprises objects from indigenous peoples throughout the world, in particular the collection formed in the 18th century by Captain James Cook. These objects are on exhibition at the Museum of Mankind, in another part of London. 

The Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities contains many famous works of art. Among them are the Roman glass vessel of the 1st century A.D. , known as the Portland vase; the frieze of the temple of Apollo at Bassae in Greece; the Elgin Marbles; and sculptures from the mausoleum at Halicarnassus in Turkey. The Department of Oriental Antiquities houses collections of Oriental and Islamic art and archaeology, notably Chinese ceramics and Indian sculpture. The Department of Prints and Drawings contains a major collection of European graphic art from the late middle ages to the present. 

The Department of Western Asiatic Antiquities exhibits Mesopotamian and related artifacts, from before 5000 B.C. to the advent of Islam in the 7th century  A.D. The collection includes much material excavated at the ancient city of Ur by the English archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley. Other departmental divisions of the museum are the Research Laboratory and the Department of Conservation. Museum also publishes numerous catalogs and handbooks on the collections.

Museum of London

Museum dedicated to recording and representing the history of the London region from prehistoric times to the present day. Situated at the junction of London Wall and Aldersgate Street in the Barbican district of the City of London, the present building, designed by Philip Powell and Hidalgo Moya, was opened in 1976. It is the largest urban-history museum in the world. 
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Created by act of Parliament in 1965, the Museum of London brought together the collections of two well-established museums, the Guildhall Museum and the London Museum. The former, founded by the Corporation of London in 1826, housed many archaeological discoveries of the previous two centuries from Roman and medieval London, the Hanbury Beaufoy collection of tradesmen's tokens, and material relating to the city guilds and livery companies. The London Museum, opened in 1912, had been conceived partly as a memorial to Edward VII, and as a result it attracted royal collections. Other acquisitions included the John G. Joicey collection of Chelsea and Bow porcelain and decorative arts, Sir Richard Tangye's English Civil Wars collection, and more than 400 pieces of English glass amassed by Sir Richard Garton. 

The museum's displays have been conceived as a "biography" of London and have a strong social-history element. Arranged chronologically, the glimpses of London life include reconstructed furnished rooms from Roman Londinium, as well as marble sculptures from the Temple of Mithras; fine medieval pottery and metalwork; Tudor and Stuart arms, armour, and costumes; theatre memorabilia; a cell from Newgate Prison; shop interiors of various London trades; and a hansom cab. Among the many popular exhibits are a diorama of the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the lord mayor's state coach, dating to 1757.

Art Galleries 

If you stand in Trafalgar Square with your back to Nelson's Column, you will see a wide horizontal front in a classical style. It is the National Gallery. It has been in this building since 1838 which was built as the National Gallery to house the collection of Old Masters Paintings (38 paintings) offered to the nation by an English private collector, Sir George Beamount. 
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Today the picture galleries of the National Gallery of Art exhibit works of all the European schools of painting which existed between the 13th and 19th centuries. The most famous works among them are 'Venus and Cupid' by Diego Velazquez, 'Adoration of the Shepherds' by Nicolas Poussin, 'A Woman Bathing' by Harmensz van Rijn Rembrandt, 'Lord Heathfield' by Joshua Reynolds, 'Mrs Siddons' by Thomas Gainsborough and many others. 

In 1897 the Tate Gallery was opened to house the more modern British paintings. Most of the National Gallery collection of British paintings was transferred to the Tate, and only a small collection of a few masterpieces is now exhibited at Trafalgar Square. Thus, the Tate Gallery exhibits a number of interesting collections of British and foreign modern painting and also modern sculpture. 

The collection of Turner's paintings at the Tate includes about 300 oils and 19,000 water-colours and drawings. He was the most traditional artist of his time as well as the most original: traditional in his devotion to the Old Masters and original in his creation of new styles. 

It is sometimes said that he prepared the way for the Impressionists. The modern collection includes the paintings of Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, Marc Chagall and Salvador Dali, Francis Bacon and Graham Sutherland, Peter Blake and Richard Hamilton, the chief pioneers of pop art in Great Britain. 

Henry Moore is a famous British sculptor whose works are exhibited at the Tate too. One of the sculptor's masterpieces - the 'Reclining Figure' - is at the Headquarters of UNESCO in Paris.

The National Gallery 

National Gallery (London), one of the principal art galleries in Britain and among the most important in the world, located in Trafalgar Square, and opened in 1838. The gallery, in Greek Revival style, was designed by William Wilkins and built in 1833-1887. It was later enlarged by the addition of the Sainsbury Wing, financed by members of the Sainsbury family (founders of the British supermarket chain) and designed by Robert Venturi. The new wing opened in 1991. 
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The idea of establishing a national gallery grew out of concern for protecting Britain’s artistic heritage, threatened by the sale of Sir Robert Walpole’s collection to Catherine of Russia. The national collection grew from paintings presented to the nation in 1823 by collector and connoisseur Sir George Beaumont, and a government purchase in 1824 of 38 works from the collection of merchant John Julius Angerstein, in whose house in Pall Mall they were initially displayed. 

The National Gallery now has over 2000 works representing the principal schools of European painting from the 13th century to 20th century. Its collection of Italian Renaisssance paintings, displayed in the Sainsbury Wing, represents almost all the great Florentine and Venetian painters of that period and is the most comprehensive outside Italy. Dutch and Flemish painters are also strongly represented, as are French and Spanish painters of the 15th century to 19th century. 

Notable works include The Arnolfini Marrriage, by Jan van Eyck; Venus and Mars, by Botticelli; the Leonardo Cartoon (a preparatory drawing that Leonardo da Vinci executed for The Virgin and Child with St. Anne and the Infant St. John); A Young Woman Standing by a Virginal, by Jan Vermeer; Woman Taken in Adultery, by Rembrandt; The Judgment of Paris, by Rubens; Portrait of a Man, by Titian; The Emtombment, by Michelangelo; The Rokeby Venus, by Velazquez; and Les Parapluies, by Renoir. 

The Tate Gallery

The original Tate Gallery, now known as Tate Britain, was founded in 1897 as the National Gallery of British Art. It was designed to house the collection of modern British paintings that had been bequeathed to the nation in 1890 by British sugar magnate Sir Henry Tate. The gallery’s original collection also included some British paintings transferred from the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square. At first the trustees of the National Gallery controlled the Tate Gallery, but an act of Parliament in 1954 separated the two museums and officially established the Tate as an independent institution. 
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Although the founders of the Tate Gallery intended the collection to represent only modern British art, the Tate’s collection now encompasses British art from the 16th century to the present as well as international modern art. The collection of historic British art features important works by William Hogarth, William Blake, and John Constable. Highlights of the international collection include works by Spanish artists Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dali, French artists Henri Matisse and Marcel Duchamp, and American artists Andy Warhol and Mark Rothko. The Tate’s collection also includes a bequest by 19th-century English artist J. M. W. Turner of his paintings and watercolors. In addition to displaying its own permanent collections, the Tate mounts important exhibitions of British and modern art from collections loaned by other museums and galleries. 

In 2000 the Tate opened a new museum, Tate Modern, in a remodeled power plant in London to display its collection of international modern art. The original museum, renamed Tate Britain, gained space to exhibit its collection of historic British art.

