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Taken together, the portraits and architecture around the central staircase speak to the College’s identity; they suggest its long history blends with modern values.




FOREWORD

 

 

The Royal College of Physicians was founded, by Royal Charter, in 1518 by King Henry VIII. Few professional organisations have been in continuous existence for so long, and over its five-hundred-year history the College has been at the centre of many aspects of medical life. Its principal purpose is to promote the highest standards of medical practice in order to improve health and healthcare, and its varied work in the field is held in high regard. Currently, the College has over thirty thousand members and fellows worldwide. Over the years it has also accumulated a distinguished library, extensive archives and a collection of portraits and other treasures, and has been housed in a number of notable buildings. As part of its quincentennial commemoration, a series of ten books has been commissioned. Each book features fifty reflections, thereby making a total of five hundred, intended to be a meditation on, and an exploration of, aspects of the College’s work and its collections over its five-hundred-year history.

This eighth volume in the series is a fascinating exploration of medical portraits, and their meanings and signification. It is based on the superb archives and collections of the Royal College of Physicians and the book is an exposition, from various perspectives, of the portraits and of their contexts. It is a scholarly work by a renowned figure in the field, Ludmilla Jordanova, who is Professor of History and Visual Culture and Director of the Centre for Visual Arts and Culture at Durham University. There is no person better equipped to have taken on the task of writing this book.

The College’s grateful thanks are also offered to all who have helped in the production of this book, and especially to Julie Beckwith, Head of the Library at the College, who has assisted in finding the images and arranging their photography. Special thanks too are due to Professor Linda Luxon, who has been intimately involved in the production of the volume, to the staff in the medical publishing department, led by Natalie Wilder, and to our publisher.
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Simon Shorvon, Harveian Librarian 2012–16, Royal College of Physicians Series Editor
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