50 Facts about Arnolfini

1. Arnolfini celebrates its 50th anniversary in 2011.

2. The name was chosen by one of Arnolfini’s founding directors, Jeremy Rees, after Jan van Eyck’s C15th painting ‘The Arnolfini Portrait’, which hangs in the National Gallery.
3. Opened in 1961, Arnolfini’s first premises’ was above a bookshop on Triangle West, at the top of Park Street.  

4. In the early decades, a Picture Loan Scheme enabled the public to borrow art works from Arnolfini on a basis similar to that of a subscription library.  The charge for a monthly loan was eight shillings. 
5. The first exhibition held at Arnolfini was of works on paper by Josef Herman and paintings by Bristol-based artist, Peter Swan. 
6. The transformation of Bush House in 1975 from a derelict warehouse to a contemporary arts centre was undertaken by JT Group, and proved an early catalyst in the redevelopment of Bristol’s Harbourside. 
7. In 1984 Bush House featured on a postage stamp, one in a series that celebrated urban renewal. 
8. Bush House was originally built as a warehouse and offices for Acraman’s Ironworks. It is rumoured that several sledgehammers were ‘borrowed’ from Acraman’s main ironworks on Guinea Street in Bathhurst Basin in October 1831 during the Bristol Riot to break down the doors of the prisons. 
9. Magnum photographer and Bristol resident Martin Parr first exhibited at Arnolfini in 1974.  Martin Parr has recently been selected for a new Building Schools for the Future public art commission at St Mary’s Temple and Redcliffe School. It is one of nine commissions working in the city with partners Skanska, Partnerships for Schools and Bristol City Council. Arnolfini acted as consultants for the project.

10. Bush House is a Grade II listed building, and described by the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner as ‘a big Bristolian warehouse in the Rundbogenstil built remarkably early.’
11. Arnolfini features in the novels Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, by John Le Carre, and Landor’s Tower, by Iain Sinclair. 
12. In 1968, Arnolfini organised the exhibition New British Sculpture, which temporarily sited contemporary sculpture across the centre of Bristol.
13. In 1970, following a move to new premises’ on Queen Sq., Arnolfini began to develop its music programme. Often squeezed into the gallery space, the audience had to sit on cushions on the floor.  Michael Nyman, Harrison Birtwistle, Philip Glass, Peter Maxwell-Davies, Evan Parker and Michael Tippett were all early visitors.
14. Arnolfini involved in co-ordinating the pioneering 1972 Peter Stuyvesant Foundation City Sculpture Project, which sited contemporary sculpture in specific locations within 8 cities: Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Liverpool, Sheffield, Birmingham, Cardiff, Cambridge, Southampton, and Plymouth.
15. Arnolfini became a Limited Company in 1966.  Its first Chairman was artist and philanthropist Peter Barker-Mill.
16. Arnolfini’s auditorium seats 209.

17. Taylor Brothers printers in Bristol printed Arnolfini’s first publicity material in the 1960’s, and still produce the quarterly brochure.

18.  Arnolfini worked with London Life in 1983 to commission a new work by Patrick Caulfield for the entrance to their offices on Temple Street.  Caulfield’s mural touched upon many of the traditional trading commodities from Bristol’s seafaring past – sherry, cotton, glass and tobacco.  

19. Between 1973 and 1975 Arnolfini was based at W-shed (now Watershed) where it established a cinema for the first time.

20. Arnolfini has played host to many writers, including the influential Black Mountain American poet Ed Dorn, who read at Arnolfini in 1999 with his friend, the poet, J H Prynne.
21. In 1972, Festival of Britain architect Sir Hugh Casson drew up plans for Arnolfini on a site close to Wine St and Bristol Bridge.
22. In 1987 architect David Chipperfield re-designed Arnolfini’s interior spaces, collaborating with artist Bruce McLean on the critically-acclaimed Café-Bar design. 
23. In 1975 the cinema at Arnolfini presented the ‘First Festival of British Independent Cinema’.
24. Artist Harold Cohen, who first showed his paintings at Arnolfini in 1968, returned in 1983 with his computer programmed automatic drawing-machine AARON, which some press articles dubbed ‘Frankenstein’ art.
25. The 1985 show Graffiti Art showcased some of Bristol’s finest graffiti artists including 3D- Robert Del Naja- of the Wild Bunch and later Massive Attack.  The exhibition was accompanied by a performance by the Wild Bunch and displays of break-dancing.
26. During the 1980s Arnolfini ran one of the first Video Libraries in the country where visitors were able to choose from a large selection of artists’ film and video.  
27. Meschac Gaba re-modelled his vast sugar sculpture, Sweetness for Arnolfini’s exhibition Port City in 2007, to include the Clifton Suspension Bridge.  His work presents an imagined global port city that incorporates some of the most instantly recognisable buildings from around the world.
28. Artist filmmaker Kerry Tribe presented her first major exhibition in Europe at Arnolfini in the summer of 2010, described by Observer art critic Laura Cumming as ‘riveting’.
29. Choreographer Matthew Bourne’s company ‘Adventures in Motion Pictures’, were regular artists-in-residence at Arnolfini in the early 1990s, developing and premiering several of their dance performances.
30. Arnolfini was the venue for The Sky News Debate, the second of the three historic Leaders’ Debates, on Thursday 22 April 2010
31. Port of Bristol Authority newspaper, Portfolio, described the 1975 re-development of Bush House as ‘One of those rare construction activities of the 1970s which can be described as “creative conservation’… the Bush Warehouse is unique as something positive happening at the City Docks’.
32. In 2000 Arnolfini bookshop hosted Sir Paul McCartney, for the launch of his new book ‘Paintings’.  
33.  Turner Prize nominated artist Liam Gillick presented his first UK solo show at Arnolfini, which encompassed fiction, film, music, graphic design and architecture.

34. The exhibition Minky Manky at Arnolfini in 1995 included many artists, such as Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin, who were to become infamous, following the Sensation exhibition of ‘young British Artists’ at the Royal Academy in 1997.
35. Arnolfini is a partner of Tate Gallery, and exchanges programmes, ideas and skills with the Plus Tate network of visual arts organisations across the UK.
36. In a performance at the launch of Arnolfini’s 1997 publication Shattered Anatomies Alistair MacLennan has to use pigs heads, rather than the 12 whole sheep heads he had requested, following fears of scrapie and BSE.
37. Arnolfini worked with the Forestry Commission to establish the Forest of Dean Sculpture Trail in 1986. 
38.  Arnolfini is a registered educational charity.

39. Artist Mark Titchner was nominated for the Turner Prize following his exhibition at Arnolfini, It is You.  A limited edition print, It Is You That I Love, depicting Tate Modern on fire, was commissioned to accompany the show.
40. Arnolfini encourages and supports accessibility within contemporary art for young people, and works in collaboration with YAAC, the Young Arnolfini Artists Collective.
41. Influential artist and teacher, Michael Craig-Martin, had his first exhibition at Arnolfini in 1971.
42. Arnolfini’s refurbishment in 2005 more than doubled the gallery space allowing for larger and more innovative exhibitions.

43. Arnolfini bookshop stocks over 100 magazines on art, design literature and film as well as offering a range of limited prints and art works by featured artists.
44. By 1976 Arnolfini had established a programme of contemporary dance.  Among the first visitors to tread the auditorium’s sprung floor was the Rosemary Butcher Dance Company.
45. Gallery five, on the second floor of Arnolfini, can be climatically controlled to meet the loan requirements for displaying art from National collections.

46. Arnolfini is working with Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery and Art Fund International, on developing the City’s collection of contemporary art.
47. Arnolfini commissioned the artist Eilis O’Connell to work with engineers Arup and Partners, on the design of Pero’s Bridge, the footbridge, with its distinctive horn-shaped counterweights, that links Narrow Quay with Bordeaux Quay.

48. Since 2001, Arnolfini has hosted Inbetween Time, Bristol’s biennial festival of Live Art.

49. Locally based and internationally renowned artist Richard Long showed work five times at Arnolfini between 1974 and 1990.

50. Arnolfini collaborated with the community of St Paul’s and Trinidadian artist Peter Minshall in 1986 to create a Carnival band. 
