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The magnificent Hunt Collection takes up permanent residence next we

museum in Limerick. Brian Fallon reviews the collection and speaks to Jol

director of the new museum and son of the original collecto:

Success

of the
Hunt

N FEBRUARY 1dth,
the Taoiseach will for-
mally open the Hunt
Muscum in  Limerick,

and at last the celebrated Hunt
Collection will have its own, per-
manent building and adequate ex-
hibition space. At the time of
writing the converted Custom
House, an |8th-century stone
building on the quays, is still as
busy as an anthill. The conversion
work is essentially complete but
scveral more anxious, hectically
busy days loom ahead before the
collection is finally placed for
public display.

John Hunt, who is acting dircc-
tor of the museum, as well as
being the son of the laie John
Hunt and his wife Gertrude
(“'Putzel™), 15 both satisfied and
anxious. The builders, working
under the guidance of the Office
of Public Works, have done their
work well — and there was a great
deal to do, since even the stairs
are brand-new. The building, va-
cated some yecars ago by civil ser-
vants, was sound in structure but
run-down inside. The next step
after that was the actual display
work, as glass-fronted cases were
installed and the precious objects
began to be placed in them — in
many cascs, tentatively or provi-
sionally.

Experts had been recruited for
the work, including Robin Wade
from London, a respected figure
in the museum world who has de-
signed the showcases and general
display. Meanwhile, the restorer,
Mary McGrath, came up to con-
sult Hunt hurmedly about the
work she had just completed on a
late Gothic panel of the Magdalen
— probably German and probably
from a long-vanished or dismem-
bered altarpicce. The so-called
Beaufort Tapestry is in the hands
of another restorer, Cliona Devitt.
Other experienced helpers on
hand include Ruairi O Ciiv, for-
merly of Temple Bar Gallery and
the Douglas Hyde Gallery. Coinci-
dentally, John Hunt himsell had
been a director of the Temple Bar
Gallery but resigned in 1990 1o
devote himself 1o being virtual
custodian of his parenis: life,

He admits, a little ruefully, that
these displays cannol go by the
book or the ground-plan. What
seems impeccable on paper, so he
has found, often simply does not
work -in practice, does not “look
nght”. And he does not want a
historicisl, siep-by-siep approach
but wants to create an informal,
almost domestic “feel™; the first
room you enter is called the Pro-
iagbt:’r:u Room, which he says is
“about surpnse. We wanted just
te bounce off different things
together,” Stands and drawers
hold a range of art objects ranging
from a small Picasso drawing to a
| 4th-century alabaster vessel.

In an adjacent room stands a
|6th-century carved figure from
Augsburg, superb examples of Li-
moges enamelwork (the late John
Hunt, though a wide-ranging con-
noisscur, was essentially a medi-
evalist) are already on view and
the so-called Archer-Butler Luck
Stone, actually of glass or crystal,
which was used chiefly as an amu-
let for animals. Hung around the
necks of cattle, it was supposed to
curc them of the murrain and

other diseases.
In another room pottery and
china are arranged, but in a delib-

-:mtr.-lg- domestic way, nol imper-
sonally. Nearby are pieces: of
silver, mostly 18th century, in-
cluding the Midleton Mace from
Co Cork. Jewellery — brooches,
rings, necklets etc. — is every-
where, and majolica ware is prom-
mnent, but a special place of
honour, in the middle of a small
room or cabinet, is reserved for
one of the collection’s centre-
pieces — the small bronze of a
rearing horse, which scholars sup-
pose to have been cast afier a lost
clay model by Leonardo da Vinei.
This, presumably, was the ma-
quétte for the great bronze horse
which was to stand in a square in
Milan but which for a number of
reasons was never cast. According
to legend, invading French cross-
bowmen engaged in a drunken ar-
ch:-? contest shot the big clay
model 10 pieces.

Yet another ground-floor room
holds “anything not in the pri-
mary galleries,  says the director,
“stufl we can just pull out and
show". One drawer contains a
piece of tapestry, while laid out on
display arc a rusty helmet, a medi-
eval chest with the initials EAl on
the lid and a clutter of other ob-
jects big and small. In a corner,
not vet in place, is a Giacomett
drawing of a woman, while a Pi-
casso pencil skeich of a woman
{(an early work, | estimate) bears
on the reverse side a donkev and a
human head.

HE Hunt Collection is v .
ally unlilﬂr of its _Hﬂm%
.one of the few large private
collections which was not dis-
persed after the death of its cre-
ators or sold wholesale éither to
dealers or some high-powered
American institution. Recent esti-
mates of its value have e as
high as £35 million, though the
ﬁem‘.ﬂ] feeling is that such a figure
too low.

Yet neither John Hunt the Elder
(who died in 1976) nor his wife,
who died only a fe:r yuhr: ago, “ﬁ
wealthy people in the accep
uu:}rﬁnhhﬂ of them inherited
money and though in the 1930s
they ran a respected antique busi-
ness in London, temperamentally

HE more nntiqué.:i._ﬁm
works arc mostly upstairs
(from which you have fing

views Lhrough the large,
1 Bth-century windows across the
grey waters of the Shannon), in-
cluding an early Greck wooden
figure (a rarity) of a man, with the
face missing which allows the
joinery work to be seen. There are
magnificent small Cycladic carv-
ings, notable Egyplian pieces,
Roman and Etruscan works, in-
cluding a marble head of an un-
known woman showing her
carefully arranged coiffure.
Bronze-Age artefacts, both from

Ireland and continental Europe,
crowd together: swords, shields,

Warn alweyr Iﬂ'rﬂ-u-:n
m-; than to selling. In those

days, with knowledge and Mair,
dedicated people such as they were,
could amass fine collections with-
il Aol ool

¥e anyway.
Where they were almost unique
was in keeping what they bought.
As their reputations grew, they
earned on commission by
advising other, monied collectors,
and they were also sought after as
evaluators and ca uers. Yet to
the end, they lived relatively sim-

¢ elder Hunt was at various
times a member of the Arts Coun-
cil of Ireland, a member of the
National Monuments Advisory

i

John Hun
small broi
scholars ¢

clay mot
leopard
century.

daggers, cauldrons. Then come Vi-
king axe-heads and monastic bells
from early Christian Ireland,
ranged in order of size — the big-
gest 15 incised with a cross. An-
other of the collection’s highlights,
the Antrnim Cross, 15 pnized partic-
ularly as an early example of
enamelwork.

There will be a section entirely
%u'cn over to religious art, ranging
rom medieval pieces down 10 the
so-called Penal Crosses which, in
fact, were probably pilgnimage
souvenirs. (A fine Sheela-na-Gig
in another room s;a:tﬂllg‘quullijﬁ
under this heading). Decorative
art will also have a space of its

of the Friends of the National Col-
lections. Though his training in art
and antiques was tic rather
eossasd acchehaloget aad e vas
res arc an WS
a tﬁ enough art historian in his
own area to write a valuable book
on medieval Irish sculpture.
Towards the end of his life, his

tion as an expert was inter-
national and Sothebys, in particu-
lar, often called on his knowledge.

The museum that bears his

_name will have its own staff and

director (his son merely acts in
that capacity) and, for the initial

iod, fairly fenmms funding.
ut after that it is on its own, apart

own. John Hunt has ¢reéated ha
ing banners of reinforced pape
signage for the various areas |
most of these use as motifs sc
detail or piece from the collecti
but g.ma:l}r enlarged. And.
added, by the evening of
following day, 1,500 labels wen
be made and ready for insta
tion.

A room has been specially
a:‘!l':ll:ﬁn I!I;tnr umm:rﬁ, lectures
5 - ers, Since
:'rm.qr.vl:-.u't:iF %ﬂdﬁn?ﬂmwd to have
educational role and 10 be st
lating visually for young peopl
particular, There will even
small *touch it room' for 1

from Limerick Corporation
running costs, so it must in el
Eﬂri.“ its own um:;m "E;
al, it must charge an
fee of £3 a head and John H
admits that he has his fing
crossed after the official orn
to see if and how the public
turn up in sufficient numbers.

He will start to find out on
morning of Saturday, Febru
15th, when the museum will ¢
cially be open to the public for
first time. Opening hours will
10 a.m. to § p.m., Tucsdays to £
urdays (with the usual Mon
closure) and on Sundays from ;
5 p.m.




