
I am conscious, as
I become Director
of BIRTHA, that I
am assuming
leadership of an
institution that is

well-established and vigorous. I
should therefore like to begin by
paying tribute to my predecessor,
Tim Unwin, and to BIRTHA’s
administrator, Sam Barlow, and by
thanking them warmly for the care
they have taken to brief me on my
new role.

Like Tim before me, I shall also chair
the Faculty’s Research and Conference
Fund Committee. I hope thus to gain a
broad view of the research and research-
related activity that is going on in the
Faculty and to ensure the fairest and most
effective distribution of the funds that are
available to support it. I am grateful to
Rebecca Thomas for briefing me on the
work of this committee.

One other warm acknowledgement is
due: to Professor Quentin Skinner who,
for a third year, has made a generous
donation which has enabled the Faculty
to fund a postgraduate scholarship. For
2010-11 this scholarship will go to Stacey
McDowell in the Department of English.

Over the last academic year BIRTHA
has again supported many conferences,
symposia, workshops and series of
lectures, some of them attracting
international scholars and some organised
by postgraduates. Several of these highly
successful events and undertakings are
described in contributions to this
Newsletter.

I shall aim over the coming year to
maintain the support that BIRTHA offers
to scholars planning and organising

conferences or developing fresh ideas for
the interdisciplinary and collaborative
work by which funding councils now set
much store. I shall also want to continue
two schemes introduced by my
predecessor, the Research Programmes
Scheme, which was designed as a strategic
rather than responsive form of funding,
and the Distinguished Lecturer Scheme.
You will find details of all the forms of
support that BIRTHA offers on the
Institute’s website at
www.bristol.ac.uk/birtha. I urge you to
consult this website frequently. Sam will
be making some changes to it during the
Autumn Term.

The first major BIRTHA event of the
new academic year will be the annual
lecture, which will be delivered by the
distinguished writer of fiction, criticism
and history Marina Warner on Monday
19 October in lecture theatre 2D1 of the
Social Sciences complex on Priory Road.
Professor Warner will speak on the
subject of ‘Present Enchantments: Magic
after the Arabian Nights’. Her lecture will
be followed by a reception in the foyer of
the complex.

Although the financial climate in
which we shall all be working will
undoubtedly be extremely challenging
over the next few years, there are grounds
for thinking that the Faculty is better
placed than before to manage its research
effort and in particular to support its
postgraduate community.  BIRTHA,
while retaining its independence and
playing its individual part in fostering the
Faculty’s research culture, will work
closely with the Faculty Research
Committee, which continues to be
chaired by the Faculty Research Director,
Alexander Bird, and with the new

Graduate School, directed by James
Clark, as well as with the new Dean of
Arts, Charles Martindale. It will also
benefit from the presence in the Faculty
team of Kerry Vernon, formerly of RED.
Kerry, who provides invaluable support to
researchers preparing applications for
funding, will sit on the BIRTHA board.
The BIRTHA office, incidentally, has
moved from the Faculty Office in no. 3
Woodland Road and is now located in
the Research Support Office in the
Graduate Centre at no. 7 Woodland
Road.

I know that a great deal of exciting
scholarly work is being done in the
Faculty of Arts. Together with my
colleagues on the BIRTHA board, I shall
do my best to ensure that BIRTHA
continues to facilitate it, not merely by
using such funds as we have at our
disposal but also by drawing attention to
what seems best practice, by suggesting
avenues that it might be fruitful to pursue
and by putting scholars in touch with
colleagues elsewhere in the Faculty who
have similar interests or experience that
might be relevant to their projects. The
more I learn about what is being done in
the Faculty the better I shall be able to
accomplish all this. I shall therefore gladly
attend research-related events such as
departmental seminars, lectures by visiting
speakers, conferences and symposia, and
not merely events supported by
BIRTHA. I shall, of course, also be happy
to meet with scholars from any part of
the Faculty, individually or collectively, to
discuss their research activity and plans
and ways in which BIRTHA might be
able to assist them.
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gains the leverage of Colston Hall’s
investment in publicity. The composers
in question are myself (Farwell) with a
major new piece for chamber orchestra
scheduled for première on 14 April
2010, which I will also conduct; John
Pickard, Professor of Composition and
Applied Musicology; and some of our
PhD students. We expect to present one
or two pieces in each concert.

In parallel, we intend to record parts
of the rehearsals and concerts, in sound,
video and through physical gesture-
capture, to construct a data set that we
can examine for information on the way
the performers interact and use to test
approaches documented by other
researchers. This will serve as
groundwork for a follow-on
interdisciplinary research project on the
combination of human and electronic
“players” in the orchestra, the subject of
a planned major external funding bid. A
separate bid is planned to support the
continuing “resident” status of the
orchestra and extend its reach into our
taught programmes.

A third strand brings us back to the
question of context. Public performance
might claim inherently to involve public
engagement: players and audience
members will be from outside the
University. But the project will examine
this more closely, aiming to document
the concerts also as social and cultural
events, situate them in historical context
in dialogue with CHOMBEC (Centre
for the History of Music in Britain, the
Empire and the Commonwealth), and
study performative effects of the
settings.

The project team includes Prof
Stephen Banfield, whose work includes
the study of music in the West Country;
Prof Martin White, who brings expert
understanding of performance and
documentation issues from outside of
Music; Roger Huckle, the charismatic
founding director of Emerald Ensemble;
and several ex-officio members.

For more information, and for links
to the concert listings, please
contact Dr Neal Farwell.

Composers need to
hear their work
performed. This
actualisation, in
sound and in human
setting, is an essential

part of compositional research. It
enables negotiation between the sound
as heard, the sound as imagined, and the
medium of the score; the complex
dependencies of real-time perception
versus the out-of-time compositional
act; and the psychologies of performers
and audiences. Put in more human
terms… we care how it comes out. The
problem, now as ever, is how to secure
high calibre performances and engaged
audiences. 

The City of Bristol has not
historically been the base of a major
professional symphony orchestra, a
surprising lack perhaps for a provincial
capital of such cultural energies in other
directions. What Bristol does have is the
Emerald Ensemble, a professional
chamber orchestra which is developing
a growing profile in new music, focused
in their Elektrostatic concert series at
Colston Hall. Our project, supported by
a £5000 grant as winner of the
BIRTHA Research Programmes Award
2009, will enable the appointment of
Emerald Ensemble as orchestra-in-
residence at the Music Department, to
serve as ‘laboratory’ and for public
performance of compositional research.

The project title ‘A New Orchestral
Nexus’ suggests a convergence or
network of ideas. Composer Neal
Farwell has brought together a team of
Music Department, Arts Faculty and
external colleagues to investigate.
Central to the programme is the series
of six concerts in the 2009-10
Elektrostatic series. BIRTHA’s funding
enables us, rather literally, to buy time in
these concerts – by analogy, perhaps,
with the way astronomers buy timeslots
on major telescopes, or physicists on
supercomputers. But just as importantly,
it gives us access to local musicians ‘on
the ground’, to test and refine
compositional ideas at various stages
right through to public reception; and it

Organised by a team of colleagues from
across the Faculty and from the
Department of Politics ‘Traces of
Conflict’ featured a series of lectures,
workshops, and a symposium. The
programme was inaugurated in October
2008 by an excellent lecture delivered
by the renowned scholar Prof Joanna
Bourke (Birkbeck, University of
London) whose paper, ‘The Things
They Left Behind’, opened the way to
many of the discussions and debates that
were to follow and was extremely well
received by the large audience. There
then followed three workshops,
featuring colleagues from Bristol and
other UK and Irish institutions. ‘War
within War’ in November examined
echoes of earlier conflicts in cultural
representations of subsequent conflicts.
‘Gendered Perpetration’, held in the
spring of 2009, featured three papers
examining the role played by gender in
cultural perceptions of those engaged in
conflict. The final workshop, ‘Remnants
of Conflict, held in April, considered the
material and physical traces of conflict
in papers that examined the legacy of
nuclear test sites in the US and murals
in Northern Ireland, among others. The
event was followed by a screening of
Cood bay Forst Zinna, after which its
director the artist Angus Boulton gave a
talk. In March 2009, a one-day
symposium, ‘Scars’, was also held,
examining not only the material traces
of conflict but also its lingering mental
traces through the study of cultural
expressions of trauma. 

In assembling the programme for
‘Traces of Conflict’ our aim was to
focus, as the title suggests, on the actual
traces of conflict rather than the forms
in, and processes by, which conflicts are
remembered. The result was a dynamic
dialogue between disciplines and
scholars from Bristol and a wide range
of UK, Irish and European institutions,
a dialogue that will now be pursued
through the publication of the
programme’s proceedings and further
events.

Dr Martin Hurcombe
(m.j.hurcombe@bristol.ac.uk)

A New Orchestral Nexus
BIRTHA Research Programmes Scheme Award 2009

Update on the 2008-09
BIRTHA Research
Programme: 

Traces
of Conf lict



This year’s Summer Symposium was
hosted by the University of Bristol’s
History of Art Department, where
seventeen delegates and a wide audience
met to discuss the ways in which we read
images – diverse papers covered issues
ranging from the visual framing of
Aristotle’s system of logic to the
significance of Whistler’s actual frames.
This annual two-day symposium aims to
provide postgraduate students of art
history from the UK and abroad to
present their current research, while also

Association of Art
Historians Summer
Student Symposium

‘What We Do and Why:
Interpretation and
Methodology in Classics’

Over 30 Classics postgraduates
travelled from Belgium, America, Italy
and all over the UK to meet and
discuss their research and
methodologies at this international
conference.  

‘What we do and why’, the 8th
postgraduate conference generously
funded by BIRTHA, was hosted
within the Faculty of Arts, with 20
papers running in concurrent panels
throughout the day.  A broad range of
themes covered ‘gender and identity’,
‘approaching Latin literature’, ‘sense
and experience in art and text’,
‘exploring the discipline’, ‘old sources,
new approaches’, and ‘modern
concepts, ancient contexts’. 

A dynamic keynote address was
given by Professor Simon Goldhill of
King’s College, Cambridge, which
sparked interesting and fruitful debate

JUNE 23 – 24 2009,
HISTORY OF ART
DEPARTMENT

making contacts with colleagues
within the discipline. 

This year we received a large
number of paper proposals, all of
which were of a high standard. Such
a level of interest signalled the
topicality of the conference theme
and also resulted in a highly
interesting and successful event. This
standard meant that we were able to
gain extra sponsorship from
BIRTHA which generously
contributed to this symposium; we
would also like to thank the History
of Art Department itself, which also
kindly gave funds to our cause. 

The two-day symposium began
with a particularly well received
keynote address by Dr Mike
O’Mahony of Bristol’s History of Art
Department, ‘Reflections on the
Border’. Mike O’Mahony’s research
interests centre around twentieth-
century Russian visual culture. Our
thanks to Dr O’Mahony whose
contribution to this event was very
much appreciated. We were also
joined by sixteenth delegates from

universities across the UK, Holland
and Brazil, who presented their
current research on a wide range of
topics relating to our theme,
including: images of the body in
contemporary art, the transgression
of the cinematic frame, the
architectural – institutional frame of
the gallery, devotional usages of the
frame and the archival frame. Our
group was also lucky enough to avoid
the snaking queues for the Bristol
City Museum and Art Gallery’s now
(in-)famous Banksy exhibition in a
personal tour of the event kindly
offered by the museum for the
conference.

This event was extremely
successful and our thanks go once
again to the support BIRTHA offered
us during a time when funds are
difficult to come by, and opportunities
for the postgraduate community to
meet in such a productive forum are,
as always, very welcome.   

Louise Hughes
History of Art

BIRTHA POSTGRADUATE CONFERENCES

9 SEPTEMBER 2009
that continued throughout the day.
Dialogue was prompted by questions
including: How do we define ‘what
we do’ (Classics)? What do we mean
by theory or methodology? What
questions ought we to ask of our
source material?  Is theory a useful
concept in the practice of Classics?

This conference was designed to
promote the importance of
methodological self-awareness in
postgraduate research, something
which is integral in the training of
postgraduates at the University of
Bristol.  

The event was well attended by
both students and staff from the
Department of Classics, including
Dean of Arts, Professor Charles
Martindale, who was “delighted to see
so much postgraduate talent on
display”, and Director of The Institute

of Greece, Rome and the Classical
Tradition, Professor Robert Fowler,
who commented that the day “was a
great showcase for Bristol and for its
students”.

Among the institutions represented
were Princeton, Oxford, Cambridge,
King’s College London, Royal
Holloway, Warwick, Reading,
Birmingham, The Open University, V.U.
Brussel, U.C. Milan, K.U. Leuven, and
Bristol.

The organisers are grateful for the
support of BIRTHA and the
Department of Classics and Ancient
History at Bristol in making this
conference possible.

Heather Crawley
Department of Classics
& Ancient History
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The following is a list of forthcoming
events supported by BIRTHA

21 October 2009
BIRTHA Distinguished Lecturer
Scheme Speaker
6.00 pm - 7.00 pm, Lecture Theatre 2,
11 Woodland Road
Lawrence Goldman (University of Oxford,
Editor of the Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography)
The True Ends of Education: Lessons in
Reception from the Early Adult Education
Movement

8th December 2009
BIRTHA Distinguished Lecturer
Scheme Speaker
Professor Peter France (University of
Edinburgh, co-editor of the Oxford History of
Literary Translation in English)
Unheard voices: the intercultural role of the
translator’ 

6 March 2010
BIRTHA Symposium
‘Great Mystics Address the Contemporary
World’
Organisers: Anke Holdenried (Historical
Studies) and Carolyn Muessig (Theology and
Religious Studies)

14-16 April 2010
BIRTHA Conference
‘Twentieth Century Music and Politics’
Organiser: Dr Pauline Fairclough (Music)

24-25 April 2010
BIRTHA Postgraduate Conference
‘Imagining Astrology:
Painted Schemes and Threads of the Soul’
Organisers: Darrelyn Gunzburg (History of
Art)and Liz Greene (Historical Studies)

28 April 2010, 2.00 pm
Fifth BIRTHA Debate
Title and venue tbc

For more details of these events and
for a comprehensive listing of all
faculty events please check the
BIRTHA events page:
www.bristol.ac.uk/birtha/events/

EVENTS

FORTHCOMING 

in its prediction (and urgent warning) that
the realisation of the intelligentsia’s
platform would bring both economic and
cultural ruin upon Russia.

The conference attracted intellectual
and social historians, political scientists,
and Slavists from Russia, continental
Europe, and the United States, the
majority of whom are acknowledged
experts in the culture of late Imperial
Russia. The disciplinary mix reflected the
multi-disciplinary nature of the Vekhi
authors’ interests, and papers and
discussion ranged appropriately across
social and intellectual history, discourse
analysis, philosophy, political philosophy,
and theology. The participation of a
number of early career researchers and
postgraduate students, mostly from here in
the UK, was particularly welcome, and is
an encouraging sign of the strengthening
currency of this period for research in
Russian and Slavonic Studies.

The conveners would like to thank
BIRTHA, the Alumni Foundation, the
School of Modern Languages, and the
British Association of Slavonic and East
European Studies for their generous
support for this project, which in due
course will bear fruit as a volume of
articles.

This July Russian Studies hosted an
international conference to mark the
centenary of one of the most famous
texts in Russian intellectual and political
history, Vekhi (Landmarks/Signposts,
1909). More than any other text, its
republication in 1991 (Moscow: Pravda)
symbolically heralded the end of
ideological hegemony in the Soviet
Union.

Vekhi – a collection of seven
polemical articles by prominent, like-
minded intellectuals, political liberals and
philosophical idealists – was conceived as
a post-mortem of the revolutionary
events of 1905, which the authors
perceived as the disastrous first-fruits of
the world view of Russia’s peculiar
intellectual-revolutionary elite, namely:
positivism, materialism, atheism, and
socialism. The attack on this world view
was the more wounding for the fact that
four of its most distinguished
contributors – Berdiaev, Bulgakov, Frank,
and Struve – had all formerly been
committed Marxists. The volume went
through five editions in less than a year
and spawned a huge responsive literature.
It is famous still today as a landmark in
Russian intellectual history not least
because the symposium proved prophetic

Vekhi
Centenary
Conference
1909-2009:
7-9 July, Wills Hall

supporting research across the faculty

Conveners:
Ruth Coates (Bristol)
and Robin Aizlewood
(UCL-SSEES)


