


Obituary of John Hunt (1900-1976)
PETER HARBISON

John Hunt, who died on January 19th, 1976, could well be described
as the greatest and most experienced art-historian that Ireland has ever
produced and he had indeed been described in The Connoisseur as ‘one
of the best known medievalists in Europe’. It is fitting, therefore, that a
special tribute should be paid to him in a Journal affiliated to the
Association of Irish Art Historians. However, to label him just as an art-
historian is not to do justice to his many-sided qualities and particular
genius. His kindness and truly noble nature, his deep sense of Christian
religion and his practice of its precepts, his generosity as teacher in
passing on his knowledge to others and the unobtrusive way in which
he gave valuable advice and information are traits in his character which
are so well-known and which made him so well loved by all those who
were lucky enough to come in contact with him that it is not necessary
to dwell further upon them here. However, in the present context,
his passing ought not to be allowed to go unrecorded without drawing
attention to the great work which he did in the field of art history and
in displaying the culture of Ireland to the world.

Although his original intention was to study medicine, he gave this up
to devote himself to the pursuit of knowledge of the visual arts. Going
from one museum and art gallery to another as a young man, he garnered
an extensive and almost unrivalled knowledge of European art of the
early and late Middle Ages, storing in his prodigious memory the vital
details of style which his extraordinarily sensitive eye had noticed.
His inquisitive mind made him look for the explanation and meaning
of everything which he came across, as was the case for instance with
the two D-shaped objects in the St Germain Museum which he ingen-
iously reconstructed as the finials of a portable house-shaped shrine.
By thoroughly scrutinizing the objects which came to his attention,
he was - with that rare combination of instinct, taste and knowledge -
able not only to evaluate the truly remarkable and beautiful, but also
to distinguish the genuine from the fake - a characteristic which proved
invaluable during the years when he advised Sothebys on medieval
European Art. His uncanny knack of placing objets d'art in their
right context and landscape is possibly best exemplified in his brilliant
article attributing a Spanish origin to the splendid ivory representation
of the Virgin and Child in the Victoria and Albert Museum, though there
are still some who remain unconvinced by his thesis. His reputation as
an art connoisseur was so world-wide that he was asked to advise eminent
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collectors such as Sir William Burrell in Glasgow and was called upon
by Guggenheim and Hearst to catalogue their respective collections
in America.

But for all his great expertise and world-wide renown in the field of
European art, his one great wish was to do what best he could for his
own native country. In his own private collection of antiquities and
art objects, Ireland had a very special place. He spent much money
in buying Irish antiquities outside Ireland in order to restore them
to their country of origin. He helped to put Ireland’s cultural name
on the European map by lending items from his collection to many
temporary exhibitions outside Ireland, of which one in Germany in
1958 and another there in 1973 merit particular attention. But his
crowning act in this respect was his gift to the Irish nation (through
the Craggaunowen Project) of a tremendous collection of Irish and
other antiquities for display at the Plassey campus of the National
Institute for Higher Education in Limerick, in the eventual hope that
enough money may be made available to have a special museum built
to house it at Craggaunowen. Craggaunowen, indeed, will be one of his
lasting monuments. With that very practical and pragmatic side to his
nature, he organized the building of a cranndg and a ring-fort there in

order to educate visitors in the types of dwelling used by Irishmen in an
garlier age - in the same way that he had done for a later period in

the Folk Park at Bunratty, where he had also advised Lord Gort on
the furnishing of the castle, after he had initiated its restoration. It is
tragic that he has not lived to experience the completion of the ring-
fort which now forms part of the complex at Craggaunowen, but the
official opening there of the cranndg and castle by John Kelly, T.D.,
Parliamentary Secretary to the Taoiseach, in the summer of 1975 must
have been one of the proudest moments of his life.

The Middle Ages proved to be the period of his other great achieve-
ments. Together with Professor Sean P. o} Riorddin, he was the first to
carry out an excavation on a purely medieval site in Ireland. That was at
Caherguillamore in County Limerick. Later, in the same area, he was to
dig the interesting site at Ballingarry Down which, alas, remained unpub-
lished at the time of his death, but he also recovered valuable information
from the earth at such sites as Bunratty and Clonroad More near Ennis,
as well as at Newtown Jerpoint. Much of his energy and activity was
concentrated on what was once the medieval kingdom of Thomond,
an area for which he had a special affection from his childhood days
spent there. Yet a further expression of his dedication to this region
was his success in helping to organize and to write the catalogue for the
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exhibition of art treasures in Thomond, staged in Limerick in 1952,
in conjunction with (among others) his old friend, Monsignor Michael
Moloney.

Most of his important publications, too, are concerned with the
medieval period. Of his earlier works, one of the greatest gems is his
book on the Limerick mitre and crozier. But the greatest of all his
academic achievements and what was, alas, practically his swan-song,
was his Jrish Medieval Figure Sculpture, 1200-1600 which appeared
in two volumes only a year and a half before his death. Into it he poured
the work and observations of a lifetime spent studying the subject,
thereby creating an invaluable corpus of the tomb-sculpture which
survived in Ireland from the medieval period. Here his skill in description,
the power and value of his observation of critical detail as well as his
knowledge of armour (the subject of his M.A. thesis) find their finest
expression. The book is unlikely ever to be surpassed in quality by any
other work on medieval Irish art. But while this was his chef d’oeuvre,
he wrote a surprising number of other, often brief, works on a great
variety of subjects which will continue to be of considerable interest
to those who tread afterwards in his footsteps. To facilitate those who
wish to do so, but also as a tribute to a great friend from whom I have
learned and benefited so much, I have tried to list below John Hunt’s
published works, while at the same time being conscious that the list
is incomplete, omitting as it does those valuable but anonymous con-
tributions which he has made to Messrs Sotheby’s Sale Catalogues
over the years. In the compilation of this list I have been greatly assisted
by John Hunt’s widow, Putzel, who has been his faithful companion
and inspirer throughout the many years of their happy married life and
to whom - together with their children - we may extend our sympathy
on their, but also on our and Ireland’s, great loss.

PUBLISHED WORKS OF JOHN HUNT

Medieval Dwellings at Caherguillamore, Co. Limerick (with Se#n P. O Riorddin ),
Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland Vol. LXXII (1942), pp.37-63.

Powder Horn, North Munster Antiquarian Journal Vol. IV (194445), p.54.
Clonroad More, Ennis, Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland Vol.
LXXVI (1946), pp.195-209.
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An Unrecorded Sheela-na-gig from Co. Limerick, Journal of the Royal Society
of Antiquaries of Ireland Vol. LXXVII (1947), pp.158-159.

Romanesque Head from Peter’s Cell, North Munster Antiguarian Journal Vol. VI
(1949), pp.16-17.

A Viking survival sword type from Ireland, The Antiquaries Journal Vol. XXX
(1950),pp.193-194,

Rory O’Tunney and the Ossory Tomb Sculptures, Journal of the Royal Society
of Antiquaries of Ireland Vol. LXXX (1950), pp.22-28.

Our Lady of Graces of Youghal, I - The Ivory, Journal of the Cork Historical and
Archaeological Society Vol. LV (1950), p.14.

The Cross of Muiredach, Monasterboice, Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries
of Ireland Vol. LXXXI (1951), pp 44-47.

The Limerick Mitre and Crozier (Dublin) (no date - ¢. 1953).

The Tomb of Archbishop Edmund Butler at Cashel, Journal of the Royal Society of
Antiquaries of Ireland Vol. LXXXIII (19.3), opp.p.132.

Saint Patrick in Art, The Furrow Vol. 4 (1953), opp. p.132.

Carved Stones, St Peter’s, Drogheda, Journal of the County Louth Archaeological
Society Vol. XIII (1953), p.34.

The Adoration of the Magi, The Connoisseur April 1954, pp.156-161.

The Arthur Cross, Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland Vol.
LXXXV (1955), pp.84-87.

Furniture, in The Tudor Period, 1500-1603 (London, 1956), pp.31-44.

On Two “D"-shaped Bronze Objects in the St Germain Museum, Proceedings of the
Royal Irish Academy Vol. 57 C (1956), pp.153-157.

Kunst im Strudel der Geschichte, Merian 12. Jahrgang, Heft 4 Irland (1959),
pp.26-32.

Bunratty Mound, North Munster Antiquarian Journal Vol. VIII (1959), pp.88-89.
Bunratty Castle, North Munster Antiquarian Journal Vol. VIII (1960), pp.103-108.
Redating Some Important Irish Silver, The Connoisseur March 1961, pp.94-95.

Heritage in Stone:

Ennis Friary, The Irish Times Wednesday, April 4, 1962.

Jerpoint Abbey, The Irish Times Wednesday April 11, 1962.

Christ Church Cathedral, The Irish Times Wednesday April 18, 1962.
Ring Forts and Raths, The Irish Times Wednesday April 25, 1962,
Castles Great and Small, The Irish Times Wednesday May 2, 1962.
The Abbey of Corcomroe, The Irish Times Wednesday May 9, 1962.
Bunratty Castle, The Irish Times Wednesday May 16, 1962,

Care and Conservation, The Irish Times Wednesdav, May 23, 1962.
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Jewelled Neck Furs and “Flohpelze”, Pantheon Vol. XXI (1963), pp.151-157.

Bunratty Castle, Co. Clare (Shannon, 1964).

Obituary - Rt Rev. Monsignor Michael Moloney, PP., V.G., L.Ph., North Munster
Antiguarian Journal Vol. IX (1965), pp.202-203.

An Irish *Villa’ for an Italian Ambassador, The Connoisseur September 1965, pp.2-6.

French Church Art, The Irish Times April 20, 1965.

Byzantine and Early Medieval, in (ed. H. Hayward) World Furniture (London,1965),
pp.19-24.

Salvaged treasure of Florida from a 1715 Spanish plate fleet, The Connoisseur,
November 1966, pp.151-153.

Falaise (New York, no date but ¢. 1967).

Prehistoric Burials at Caherguillamore, Co. Limerick, in (ed. E. Rynne) North Munster
Studies, Essays in commemoration of Monsignor Michael Moloney (Limerick, 1967),

pp.2042.

Archaeology - The Medieval Period, in Encyclopaedia of Ireland (Dublin, 1968),
pp-76-78.

Appendix A, Excavation of Two Stone Coffins in Sanctuary, in L. de Paor,
Excavations at Mellifont Abbey, Co. Louth, Proceedings of The Royal Irish Academy
Vol. 68 (1969), pp.159-160.

Tomb of Sir Walter Bermingham obit. 1548, Journal of the Co. Kildare Archaeol-
ogical Society Vol. XV (1971), pp.12-16.

The Limerick Cathedral Misericords, freland of the Welcomes Vol. 20, September-
October 1971, pp.12-16.

A silver gilt casket, and the Thame ring, in Intuition und Kunstwissenschaft,
Festschrift fur Hans Swarzenski (Berlin, 1973), pp.345-353.

Irish Medieval Figure Sculpture, 1200-1600, 2 Vols. (Dublin, 1974).

Bishop Wellesly’s Tomb Carvings, Journal of the Co. Kildare Archaeological Society
Vol. XV (1975-76), pp.490-492.

The influence of Alabaster Carvings on Medieval Sculpture in Ennis Friary, North
Munster Antiquarian Journal (forthcoming).

Medieval English Alabasters in Ireland (with P. Harbison), Studies (Winter 1976).
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