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http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/ 

 
Six months ago I waxed fairly lyrical in these pages about Google’s new Art 
Project(http://www.googleartproject.com/ ), though the largely western bias and limited 
number of participating institutions was a limitation. No sooner had ict@sla gone to press than I 
learned about the BBC’s Your Paintings(http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/ ), whose 
scope is made quite clear: it aims to show ‘the entire UK national collection of oil paintings’, 
including works in tempera and acrylic, many of which have never been photographed before. 
Like Google’s, this is a work in progress, and of the estimated 200,000 such works only just over 
half were online at the time of writing; however the project should be completed by the end of 
2012. Since it is estimated that less than a fifth of the national collection is actually on public 
display at any one time, Your Paintings is an opportunity to see many works of art for the first 
time. Some 40,000 artists will be represented, many of them British. The paintings are not just in 
museums and galleries but any location with publicly owned art, including stately homes, schools, 
libraries, fire stations, village halls, and even a lighthouse. The project is a collaboration between 
the BBC, the Public Catalogue Foundation (http://www.thepcf.org.uk/ ) and participating 
institutions across the UK. In tandem with the website, the PCF is publishing a series of county-
by-county guides. 
 
The catalogue can be searched by artist’s name, by collection, or by the content of the pictures. 
Works can also be browsed alphabetically by artist and geographically by collection; clicking on a 
county name will reveal the extent to which the project has scoured the country for works to 
include – and the list is constantly growing. Next to each painting is a panel of fairly sketchy 
information, mainly about its physical properties and location. There is a concise and accessible 
biography of each artist which any student would find useful, but unfortunately the only link to 
further information is to the Wikipedia entry. Your Paintings is less an authoritative research tool 
than a tabula rasa where we are encouraged to look at art afresh, an exercise in online 
collaboration where we are invited to play ‘Art Detective’ if we have expert knowledge to add to 
what is published on the site. There is a useful glossary of fine art and art historical terms. 
The section for teachers suggests ways in which Your Paintings can be used right across the 
curriculum; for art and history, obviously, but also for geography, theatre studies, religious 
studies, even ICT and science. There is a growing list of lesson ideas, such as a detailed look at 
some of the paintings which could be used to support a study of the Industrial Revolution. 
The site includes a series of absorbing audiovisual guides to their favourite paintings from a 
range of well known figures, many from outside the art world. Hearing the enthusiasms of Top 
Gear’s James May and comedian Frank Skinner sends out a clear message that the visual arts are 
for all. Soon to be added is a feature which will let everyone create their own personal online 
collection. 
 
Visitors to Your Paintings can get involved in the project in a practical way by tagging paintings 
in response to the question ‘what things or ideas can you see in the painting?’, including the 
names of people, places and events depicted. Taggers are helping to classify paintings by type 
(abstract, landscape, etc) and subject matter. The prompts given by the Your Paintings Tagger 
(http://tagger.thepcf.org.uk/ ) are an ideal way of encouraging students to look more closely at 
art and to give validity to their own interpretations, and is a marvellous example of the 
harnessing of collective knowledge. The results, it is hoped, will reveal much about the nation’s 
history and culture. Taggers are ranked according to the number of paintings they have tagged, 
with the ‘Master Tagger’ having contributed information on over 1,000 paintings. 



The participatory element of Your Paintings is one of its most impressive features, and feedback 
is actively sought. The project can be followed at @YourPaintings on Twitter (with pictures, of 
course), while the YourPaintings blog (http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/yourpaintings/ ) records 
the progress of the project. Anyone can register for a BBC ID and comment. I urge you to visit 
Your Paintings today. 
 


