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Summary

It is the objective of this thesis to trace in the art-criticism of Wyndham Lewis a trajectory of a certain 

model of professionalisation. In my introduction I trace a crucial fault-line along which the discourse 

of artistic professionalism developed in England, between Bloomsbury and the more radical avant- 

garde. In the tension between their opposing ideas about the functions of art and the artist can be 

traced an important symbolic contest for authority over and control of the profession.

In the first chapter, I look specifically at Lewis’s construction of the ‘amateur,’ at some 

sociological contexts for the emergence of the discourse of professionalism, and at Lewis as a 

‘pioneer professional.’ In The Caliph’s Design, his professional pamphlet or manifesto, Lewis 

mounts his first outright attacks upon Fry and Bloomsbury. From this I derive a model for 

considering the professional ambitions of the period, situating Lewis within a certain rationalist- 

professional paradigm, and the Bloomsbury group within a more liberal, humanist and, importantly, 

compromising ideology. Fry and Bell in particular configure a professional ideal which does not 

break radically from the past, but instead conciliates the residual liberalism of early twentieth-century 

English culture. Most incriminatrngly, in Lewis’s view, the Bloomsbury critics exploit the cultural 

capital of the amateur, the dilettante, studiously obscuring their own professionalism in the process.

In the second chapter I extend the range of my model of professionalisation, to encompass 

societal changes in industrial production and organisation, the corporatisation of industry and 

government, and the emergence of a new operational ideal in English culture. I look first at Blast, in 

the context of different conceptualisations of Englishness, of different attitudes to industrial realities, 

and with reference to the advent of scientific management. I examine Lewis’s first post-war 

experiment in extended multi-form critique: the painting, fiction, and criticism he produced about his 

‘elemental’ figures, the Tyros. Finally, I trace this professionalist trajectory to its most drastic critical 

enunciation, in the extreme political gymnastics of The Art o f Being Ruled. I unearth a pattern of 

antecedents for Lewis’s politics in the collective socialisms of The New Age, which provide a



blueprint for the caste-based model o f society outlined in The Art o f  Being Ruled, a society stratified, 

on a meritocratic basis, by occupation, and comprising, as such, a professional utopia.

The Art o f  Being Ruled represents the furthest reach o f this anti-humanist, rational- 

professional agenda. In the third chapter I trace a series o f subsequent modifications in Lewis’s 

political position. Akeady in the months succeeding its publication, I argue, Lewis was retreating 

from its extreme, proto-fascistic, implications. In the ‘Appendix’ to his essay, ‘The Revolutionary 

Simpleton,’ published in 1927, he revisits his earlier statements on the masses, revolution, and the 

nature of professionalism, betraying new equivocations on all fronts. I trace these equivocations to 

the events o f 1926, when Lewis fell out with the Parisian avant-garde, gained a new patron in the 

form of the Waterhouses, and witnessed, albeit at some remove, the debacle of the General Strike.

In the fourth chapter I trace Lewis’s evolving humanism into the changed environment o f  the 

1930s. I postulate a distinct reversion in Lewis’s politics, away from the anti-humanist politics o f The 

Art o f  Being Ruled, a trajectoiy troubled however by Lewis’s continuing commitment to what he saw 

as an associated anti-humanist artistic ideal, predicated upon the art o f the East. I begin with a general 

overview of the changed conditions for artists, before investigating Lewis’s opposition to the New 

Architecture in a series o f essays published in 1934. What some critics have called a betrayal o f the 

Corbusian zeal o f The Caliph’s Desig;n is in fact, I argue, a newly nuanced and pragmatic professional 

ethos, strengthened by Lewis’s focussed attention to the implications o f who pays for the arts.

In the final chapter, I examine the institutional landscape o f the 1930s and 1940s. I look at 

the influence o f three major institutions with a mandate at this point for supporting the arts: the Royal 

Academy, the BBC and the Arts Council of Great Britain. I review Lewis’s professional and critical 

relationships with each, and investigate their effects, in turn, upon his critical and artistic practice, 

enabling a more pragmatic analysis o f the economic realities o f the arts world. Lewis retains 

something o f his early utopianism to the end, but tempered increasingly by the new humanist politics I 

have identified, which ultimately align him with the liberal, individualist ethos o f Bloomsbury, but 

also enable him to outstrip them in his attention to professional probity and transparency: watchwords 

of modem professionalisation and signifiers o f the continued commitment on Lewis’s part, as an artist 

and as a critic, to an equitable, meritocratic and progressive professional ideal.
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Introduction

Omega Workshops Ltd, based at 33 Fitzroy Square, London, was opened to the public in July, 1913. 

Its stated intention was to rejuvenate the decorative arts in England, facilitating the design and 

production, by working artists, of household furniture and textiles. In so doing, it was hoped the 

Omega’s output would retain ‘the spontaneous freshness of primitive or peasant work while satisfying 

the needs and expressing the feelings of modem cultivated man.’' Founded and directed by Roger 

Fry, the workshops were an ambitious and experimental enterprise, supplying a basic wage for 

practising artists while at the same time disseminating the distinctive painterly style o f a group of 

painters who would later be collectively and often disparagingly labelled ‘Bloomsbury.’ The dressers, 

desks, cabinets and chairs created at the workshop (and sold mainly to decorate the rooms of the 

literary and artistic stratum of middle-class London society) were produced anonymously, and 

consisted for the most part in pieces woven or printed with deliberately uneven but nonetheless 

tasteful, muted abstract pattems. Characterised by irregularity and a lack o f machine finish, these 

were pointedly hand-crafted goods, influenced heavily by the design principles espoused by William 

Morris.

The distinctive Omega house-style was largely defined by the Workshops’ two most 

celebrated painters, Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell, both close friends of Fry himself. Their 

predominance was tempered however -  at least during the company’s first months -  by the emergence 

o f a strong, dissident voice within the enterprise. For the core workforce of the Omega was initially 

composed not of two but of four painters. Aside from Bell and Grant, Fry had secured the services of 

the artist Frederick Etchells, and o f Wyndham Lewis, whose incongruous presence completed the 

Omega’s original nucleus. In retrospect, the conflict between these four painters (and more 

particularly, the conflict between Lewis and Fry himself) seems almost inevitable. Indeed, it is almost

' From Roger Fry’s ‘Preface to the Omega Workshops Catalogue,’ produced in 1914. See/I Roger Fry Reader, 
ed. by Christopher Reed (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1996), p. 201.
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absurd that Wyndham Lewis should ever have taken part in the project: his painterly and literary 

styles were utterly at odds with the prevailing ethos o f Post-Impressionism and he would become, as 

the tastes o f  educated opinion changed, a virulent critic o f  Bloomsbury.^ The animosity with Fry was 

to overshadow and, to his mind, blight Lewis’s subsequent career. But in 1913 the looming conflict, 

and the polarisation o f  the London art world which ensued, could not have been foreseen, and 

arguably, had it not been for Lewis’s involvement, it might not have occurred at all -  or certainly not 

with the same vehemence.

According to Charles Harrison, in the years between the first Post-Impressionist exhibition 

and the formation o f the Omega Workshops, most young experimental artists were content to call 

themselves Post-Impressionists.^ Lewis’s actions in 1913 changed all that. Alongside a number o f  

fellow ‘rebels,’ he circulated a ‘round robin’ in which serious allegations were made about the 

conduct and probity o f  the direction o f  the Omega. The actual details o f  what Quentin Bell later 

referred to as the ‘Ideal Home Rumpus’ remain obscure.'* The two main accounts by close 

contemporaries o f  Lewis and Fry, that given by Virginia W oolf in her 1940 biography, Roger Fry, 

and that given in 1956 by John Rothenstein in M odem  English Painters, are inescapably partisan, one 

positing Lewis as a treacherous, if  somewhat irrelevant, self-publicist, while the other gives in 

evidence against Fry the much-circulated caricature o f the Bloomsbury group as a nasty, anti-artistic

 ̂O f course this honour might be contested, with some justice, by the Leavises. Queenie Leavis’s 1938 review 
o f Virginia W oolf s Three Guineas must represent a particular pinnacle in the history o f  literary vitriol. Queenie 
Leavis, ‘Caterpillars o f the Commonwealth Unite!,’ Scrutiny, 7:2 (September, 1938), pp. 203-214.
 ̂As Charles Harrison observes, ‘During the three years from November 1910 to October 1913 those [artists] 

who felt they belonged with the progressive minority were drawn together, as were the various radical factions 
in political life, by the sense o f a need for fellowship against the roused forces of reaction. The first Post- 
Impressionist exhibition provided a flag to rally round. Between late 1910 and autunm 1913 no young modem 
artist in England minded being called a Post-Impressionist.’ Charles Harrison, English Art and Modernism, 
1900-1939 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), p. 85.
* What can be ascertained is as follows: through Spencer Gore, an agent from the Daily Mail offered a 
commission for a ‘Post-Impressionist’ room in the Ideal Homes exhibition of 1913 to Lewis and two other 
artists. Some miscommunication (either intended or accidental) prevented Lewis receiving news o f this 
opportunity, which instead went to the Omega Workshops as a whole. When details o f this failure of 
communication emerged, there were angry interviews, a resolute break, then the circulation o f an open letter or 
‘round robin,’ signed by Lewis as well as a number of other dissident artists, accusing the ‘Direction’ o f the 
Omega Workshops o f underhand dealings, subterfuge and malpractice. No suit was brought for libel against 
Lewis, and no conclusive summary o f the facts was ever assembled. As such, the genuine extent either o f Fry’s 
manipulation o f circumstances or o f Lewis’s manipulation o f facts will probably never be known.
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and self-serving coterie.^ Neither is verifiable. What can be gauged, however, is the amplitude of the 

argument’s repercussions. Lewis’s round robin was to initiate a decisive split in the allegiances of the 

English avant-garde, between the painters and writers of Bloomsbury on the one hand, and the many 

dissident artists who were temporarily galvanised by the dispute and by Lewis’s establishment, in 

March, 1914, of the Rebel Arts Centre. Moreover, his attack has influenced critical readings o f the 

development o f English art ever since, creating a dividing line which scholars have been in many 

cases content to replicate. For as so often in Lewis’s career, his criticisms struck a resonant chord. 

Though occasioned by what looks on the surface like a matter o f petty professional misconduct, the 

terms of his round robin touch upon issues o f far greater flammability, issues guaranteed to divide the 

already limited audience of the Omega.

Commentators since have sometimes attributed this schism to the monumental clash of 

personalities between Fry and Lewis. In the account given by Quentin Bell and Stephen Chaplin in 

1964, the dispute is portrayed as the inevitable outcome of the exposure o f two irreconcilable 

characters. ‘Any kind o f collaboration between the two men was bound to be difficult. Roger Fry 

valued integrity, intelligence and humility,’ they claim, while Lewis ‘was one of nature’s fascisti.'^ 

As an explanation of the comprehensive rupture of the London art world in 1913, this seems 

insufficient. The enmity between Lewis and Fry seems more fundamental than a matter of 

‘personalities.’ Beneath the surface argument lies a complex interchange of socio-economic tensions, 

not least o f them a struggle for appropriation, a struggle to define ‘Englishness’ in the early part of the 

twentieth century. For, as Walter Michel pointed out in his response to their article, if Fry valued 

integrity, intelligence and humility, it would seem to be implied that Lewis did not.^ Aside from the 

substance o f his claims, Lewis’s behaviour was a deviation from a code o f English civility. It was 

tasteless, bombastic, possibly foreign (as ‘one of nature’s fascisti' is bound to be foreign), and it was 

the agreed policy of the Bloomsbury group not to reply to or ‘indulge’ the criticisms o f the

 ̂ See the chapter on Lewis in John Rothenstein, Modern English Painters, 2"“* edn, 3 vols (London: Eyre and 
Spottiswood, 1952-1974), Vol 2: Lewis to Moore (1956), pp. 13-43; and Virginia W oolf, Roger Fry {\9AQ\ 
London: The Hogarth Press, 1991), pp. 190-4,
 ̂Quentin Bell and Stephen Chaplin, T h e Ideal Home Rumpus,’ first printed in Apollo 80 (October, 1964). See 

The Bloomsbury Group: a Collection o f  Memoirs, Commentary and Criticism, ed. by S.P. Rosenbaum (London: 
Croom Helm, 1975), p. 339.
’ ib id .,p . 353.
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ungentlemanly.* This might all be dismissed as the political in-fighting of any advanced wing, but in 

fact the schism between Lewis and Fry can be seen to represent something much more significant: a 

rift between ideas o f the national character, and even more significantly a struggle between two 

competing models o f the professionalised identity as to which would prevail in a newly corporatised 

England.

The emergence o f a debate around the concept o f professionalisation in the arts, set against 

the evolving backdrops o f modernism and articulated through the writings of Wyndham Lewis, is the 

subject of this thesis. It is my contention that Fry and Lewis can be seen to represent two opposing 

accounts of the role o f the professional, and two quite distinct measures of what would constitute their 

professional probity. Their rift becomes, in these terms, a contest for mastery of the professional 

terrain, and o f course of the professional market. This struggle can be traced across the field of 

English modernism: usage of the term ‘amateur’ becomes increasingly frequent through the early 

twentieth century as different modernisms battle for supremacy. But few of those battles are as 

rancorous as Lewis’s and Fry’s. Through more than thirty years of often vitriolic condemnation, 

Lewis’s critical assessment of Bloomsbury never varied. The Bloomsbury group -  and not only 

Bloomsbury but the widening milieu of the 1920s artistic and literary scene with whom the original 

Bloomsbury painters and writers often came to be associated -  were, to Lewis’s mind, irredeemable 

amateurs.

I have begun with the details of the Omega row in order to provide some context for Lewis’s 

initial arrival at this verdict. It is an assessment which informs much of Lewis’s subsequent 

philosophical development, providing an important point o f departure for his later critical career. It 

also functions as a crucial theoretical category in what follows: in this thesis I will explore precisely 

such constructions of ‘the amateur’ and the corollary discourses and practices of professionalism in

* In her biography o f  Fry, Virginia W oolf makes this stratagem explicit: ‘some o f  his friends urged Roger Fry to 
bring an action for libel. The Omega might be damaged, they pointed out, if  such charges were left unanswered. 
But Roger Fry refiised to take any steps. No legal verdict, as he observed, would clear his character or vindicate 
the Omega. Publishing correspondence would only advertise the gentleman, who, he sometimes suspected, 
rather enjoyed advertisement.’ Virginia Woolf, Roger Fry (London: Hogarth Press, 1940), pp. 193-4. This is a 
typically high-handed rebuffal o f  Lewis, one which reveals certain prejudices o f  W o o lf s own regarding 
‘advertisement’ and publicity. Unravelling the socioeconomic and cultural implications o f  such pejorative 
statements as these will occupy a significant portion o f  the following chapters.
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the arts. I will maintain a dual focus throughout, upon the art criticism of Lewis, first, and second, on 

the cultural contexts out of which this body of criticism emerged. My approach is historically specific 

in that I read Lewis within the structures and discourses of his time, looking closely at the contexts, 

coteries, institutions to which he applies his analysis but which also, in turn influence his respective 

critical positions. Lewis produced over the course of his life a body of singularly engaged art 

criticism, work which was reactive, reflexive, and interrogative, a remarkable oeuvre to the 

elucidation of which this sort of approach is particularly suited. As such, my analysis will be 

conditioned by contemporary debates, and will include references to many secondary figures, on and 

beyond the fringes o f modernism.

Guided by the theory of professionalisation defined by the sociologist Harold Perkin, my aim 

then is to contribute to a reassessment of Lewis’s positions vis-d-vis his peers, in line with a recent 

impetus in Lewis studies, to place him in contemporary cultural, critical, and artistic contexts.^ In 

particular, I want to situate Lewis in relation to Bloomsbury, a group with whom even for 

contemporary scholars, in both fields, he often sits uneasily. I identify Lewis as a critic vitally 

involved in the cultural life around him; attentive to developments in fields as wide-ranging as 

ethnography, industrial relations, and behavioural science; a contrarian, certainly, but one attuned to 

the complexion and preoccupations of his times. This is a Lewis in line with the more materialist and 

nuanced preoccupations of modernist studies over the past two decades, one both critically and 

occupationally engaged in the construction of the professional field o f the advanced arts. The first 

signs of this vital involvement emerge, I would argue, in the row over the Omega, and in Lewis’s 

damning assessment of the amateur.

This assessment was first proclaimed in the round robin, which begins by laying out Lewis’s 

and Etchell’s grievances.'” From a terse account of the minutiae of the affair and a controlled 

indictment of the direction of the Omega, the letter over three typed pages develops into a frenzied,

 ̂The most recent collection o f  essays on Lewis, edited Andrzej Gasiorek, Alice Reeve-Tucker and Nathan 
Waddell, Wyndham Lewis and the Cultures o f  Modernity (Famham: Ashgate, 2011), has an expressly contextual 
remit. The most recent Lewis conference, held in London in 2012, was likewise entitled, Wyndham Lewis: 
Networks, D ialogues and Communities.

These grievances include both the misappropriation o f  the Ideal Home Exhibition and also the issue o f  two 
misplaced letters o f  invitation from the curator o f  the Leeds Art Gallery, Frank Rutter.
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spluttering catalogue o f recriminations, presaging in many ways some of Lewis’s later, more 

rebarbative writings.” The ‘Idol’ of the Omega, he writes, ‘is still Prettiness, with its mid-Victorian 

languish of the neck, and its skin is “greenery-yallery,” despite the Post-What-Not fashionableness of 

its draperies.’ Fry and his associates are compared with Dickens’s villain, Seth Pecksniff, an exploiter 

of the talent o f those at his mercy: Fry himself is described as ‘a new form of fish in the troubled 

water of a r t . . . the Pecksniff-shark, a timid but voracious journalistic monster, unscrupulous, smooth

tongued and, owing chiefly to its weakness, mischievous.’ In a trope which will evolve over the 

ensuing decade into the figures of the bohemian ‘Apes of God,’ Lewis posits a stratum of aggressive 

and ruthless pseudo-artists, talented publicists siphoning resources and acclaim from the more 

deserving, ‘vigorous’ artists in their midst.'^ It is, however, in his description o f the Omega 

Workshops as a ‘belated Morris movement’ that Lewis comes closest to articulating what was to be 

his most unrelenting reservation about Bloomsbury. Ilis reference to Morris is significant here, given 

the similarities in principles between Morris’s famous design firm and Fry’s workshop: both sought 

the reinstatement of the autonomous craftsman within the framework of modem industrial production. 

But even in Morris’s case, in the 1870s, the pressure of English industrialisation upon wage scales and 

commodity prices had rendered the project untenable.'^ The Arts and Crafts movement, though 

influential, became profitable only by adopting the capitalist framework it had been designed to 

supplant. Likewise the Omega brought few returns. Until its closure in 1919, the Omega traded 

mainly to those already affiliated with the workshop designers and the London art scene in general, 

and wealthy enough to afford the comparatively high prices of its products: those members, according

" As Paul Edwards points out in his introduction to the 2008 Thames and Hudson reprint o f  Blast, there was no 
precedent in Lewis’s writing for the combativeness and aggression o f  the round robin. ‘In his published 
writings up to this date, there had been nothing to compare with such incandescent rhetoric; indeed the tone o f  
most o f  them had been comic, ironic and genial.’ 5 1 , p. vi.

For the full text o f  the round robin, see LL, pp. 47-50.
As Charles Harrison argues, ‘Fry’s late contribution to the Arts and Crafts movement, upon which Ruskin and 

Morris had in their day placed considerable faith, foundered upon the same rocks as had theirs: in an age o f  
mechanised production, where wage levels are established within industry, the production o f  hand-craftsmen 
cannot be competitive in price, involving as it must do more man-hours than its factory-made equivalent; it must 
therefore remain a luxury item within that development o f  capitalism in which price levels are determined by the 
cost o f  industrial labour.’ English Art and Modernism, 1900-1939 (London: Allen Lane, 1981), p.73.
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to Charles Harrison, of ‘the hberal upper-middle classes already identifiable as friends and amateurs 

of the New Movement.’’'*

Certainly for Lewis the amateurism of Fry’s organisation was its most insuperable failing. 

Yet it did return profit for seven years. So it must be rather the market which supported the Omega 

than any lack of real professionalism which is the problem for Lewis. The fact is that the appeal of 

the fabrics and pieces of furniture being produced by the designers of the Omega Workshops rested 

upon their obsolescence. As John Rothenstein argues, Fry encouraged the artists of the group ‘to 

exaggerate the irregularities which characterise the handmade object. Exaggerated irregularity, a 

touch, even, of wilful clumsiness, suggestive of the intelligent and sensitive amateur beloved by Fry, 

and subtly reproachful of the smoothly mechanical professional whom Fry detested’ became 

permanent characteristics of the output of the O m e g a . T h ey  were, however, elements of what must 

be regarded -  particularly in light of the outright failure of Lewis’s ‘professional’ alternative, the 

Rebel Workshops -  as a successful business model. Lewis had taken issue with the Omega’s 

mismanagement in his round robin: its exhibitions were, he argued, ‘badly organised, unfairly 

managed, closed to much good work for petty and personal reasons, and flooded with the work of 

well-intentioned friends of the Direction’ {LL, 73). To justify this lack of professionalism by a 

promulgation of an ideal of the ‘sensitive amateur’ was to Lewis’s mind a preposterous and wilful 

‘trick.’ For Lewis the ideal of the amateur was by now a throwback, a dangerous and counter

productive cultural oddity in the early twentieth century, in an age of mass production, global 

economic networks, and tense international competition. In many ways this sort of simple 

formulation of ‘amateurism’ as the retrogressive enemy of mass-production was a gross reduction, 

one predicated upon an idea of the professional seriously lacking in nuance, and one which Lewis 

would come in later years, as I will show, to revise substantially.

Nonetheless, as this thesis will illustrate, his opposition to the amateurism of Fry led to some 

of Lewis’s most imaginative and kinetic work as a painter and critic. He remained, for much of the 

next decade, committed to creating an art that reflected or engaged with the realities of modernity in a

'M bid.,p.73.
John Rothenstein, M odem  English Painters, Vol 2, p. 52.
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way that, he believed, the prevailing schools of English art did not. England, in the years preceding 

the outbreak o f the First World War, was an industrial power on the verge of decline, threatened by 

growing industrial, educational and economic competition from Germany and the United States. 

Lewis, himself intimately acquainted with the cultures of both Germany and the United States, was 

privileged with a more keen intimation of this dialogue of forces than most o f his contemporaries in 

England. But there was emerging in the years before the First World War a sense of this threat to 

Britain’s pre-eminence in the global economy, a sense of insecurity which was to manifest itself in 

growing dissatisfaction amongst many contemporary intellectuals with the political and cultural 

establishment o f England. Perhaps foremost amongst their concerns was a preoccupation with 

England’s ‘amateurism’ -  a volatile term which grouped together a number of quantifiable structural 

deficiencies in English society, including an emerging record of industrial incompetence and 

mismanagement, a gentrified and unspecialised civil service, and a semi-feudal, liberal and 

uncoordinated educational system. By conflating the Omega, and Bloomsbury more generally, with 

this fauh-line o f national anxiety, Lewis cleverly mobilised a considerable segment o f the art world 

against Post-Impressionism, many of them permanently. With the establishment o f the Rebel Arts 

Centre, and under the banner o f Lewis’s own movement, Vorticism, this segment was temporarily 

unified in protest. Against the amateurism of Bloomsbury, Lewis proposed now, in the journal with 

which he publicised the Vorticist manifesto. Blast, an art practice which would celebrate England’s 

industrial might.

At a historical moment at which England was in fact, according to most subsequent analysis, 

in irreversible economic decline, Lewis’s manifesto seems touched with an element of bathos. More 

important to note, however, is the fundamental contradiction at the heart of Blast. For with Blast, 

Lewis sets out to achieve two utterly irreconcilable objectives. On the one hand his manifesto is an 

aggressive celebration of industry, and of the extractive industries in particular -  industries in which 

the autonomy of the individual craftsman or labourer were being gradually, irrevocably eroded. 

Simultaneously, however, he called for an art of ‘the individual’: ‘Blast . . . will not appeal to any 

particular class, but to the fundamental and popular instincts in every class and description of people, 

TO THE INDIVIDUAL . . . We want those simple and great people found everywhere’ {Bl, 7-8). It



has been observed that Lewis’s aesthetic theory at this point was largely reactionary, contingent upon 

the cultural principles against which he chose to define ‘his’ movement.'* If Fry’s Omega Workshops 

were craft-based, pacifistic and rooted in the tradition of ‘soft’ English socialism, then Lewis’s 

Vorticism would be hyper-industrial, anti-proletariat and pro-war. Paul Edwards even goes so far as 

to suggest that behind this facade Lewis may have shared with Fry, and with the Bloomsbury group 

overall, more o f a common artistic and philosophical standpoint than he would ever have been able to 

a d m i t . B e  that as it may, the ambiguity of Blast regarding the status o f the ‘individual’ in modem 

society -  as functioning automaton or as the primary unit of a humanist philosophical system -  was a 

symptom o f a conceptual difficulty with which Lewis would grapple throughout his career, but 

particularly in his ongoing treatment of Bloomsbury.

It is in his art criticism that Lewis works through the implications of this conceptual problem, 

in his discussions of Bloomsbury, of humanism in ethics, and the human figure in painting. It is also 

in his art criticism that he makes clear the nature of his professionalism, as a pragmatic artist-painter 

and sometimes marketing strategist, and as a critic engaging in philosophical speculation about the 

nature of the arts and their role in society. It is as such upon his art criticism that I will focus in what 

follows. By ‘art criticism’ I mean to include his art-writing, his reviews, his polemic about the avant- 

garde, his art manifestos, but also his broader societal criticism, often tending toward the holistic, 

which he saw as explicitly rooted in a consideration of the arts.'* I will not be considering that 

expressly political demagoguery and pamphleteering of the 1930s, except as secondary material. In 

following this line o f enquiry, I will occasionally have cause to refer to some specific artworks of

Carolyn Tilghman, ‘Lewis in Contention: Identity, Anxiety and the London Vortex,’ South Central Review, 
24:3 (Fall, 2007), pp. 2-22.

Edwards is referring specifically to the shared enthusiasm o f Fry and Lewis for the work o f  contemporary 
French painters, and their subsequent struggle as rival advocates o f  French painting in England. Edwards’ 
argument, however, extends to a wider consideration o f  shared principles and philosophical outlooks. See Paul 
Edwards, ‘Wyndham Lewis and the Rappel a I'ordre: Classicism and Significant Form, 1919-21,’ The 
Geographies ofEnglishness: Landscape and the National Past, 1880-1940, ed. by David Peters Corbett, Ysanne 
Holt and Fiona Russell (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), p. 147. For a broader consideration o f  this 
subject, see also Miranda Hickman, The Geometry o f  Modernism (Austin: University o f  Texas Press, 2006).

In particular, I wish to include in my ambit the texts which comprise The Man o f  the World, the long 
unpublished work which was rejected for publication in 1925. These are texts -  The Lion and the Fox, The Art 
o f  Being Ruled, ‘The Ditliyrambic Spectator’ -  which set out expressly to address the status o f  the arts, but 
which in doing so extend into the regions o f  sociology, political economy, anthropology, management science 
and philosophy, amongst others. They are works o f  art criticism with a particular lineage, patterned after, in the 
case o f  The Art o f  Being Ruled explicitly, the holistic socio-cultural analyses o f a writer like Matthew Arnold.
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Lewis’s own -  to his series o f satirical portraits of what he called ‘Tyros,’ and to his Portrait ofT.S. 

Eliot, for instance -  and occasionally also to his fiction, in particular The Apes o f  God, a novel which 

emerges out o f his critical writing of the 1920s, and in fact contains long passages of art criticism in 

the voice of the character most critics have agreed to read as a sort of textual alter ego for Lewis, 

Pierpoint. In pursuit of this thread through his work, I will trace Lewis’s negotiations through the 

sometimes treacherous waters o f the contemporary art world: consequently I will be engaging with 

and contextualising Lewis in relation to his art-historical contexts, to figures like Herbert Read, John 

Maynard Keynes, Sir Reginald Blomfield, Le Corbusier, John Reith, A.R. Orage, and Ramiro de 

Maeztu. Underpinning the entire thesis, however, will be Lewis’s determining relationship with, and 

vitriol toward, Roger Fry.

The terms of the split between Lewis and Fry in 1913 will occupy the first chapter of this 

thesis. I will build upon the historical details o f this, in many ways formative, schism to frame an 

investigation into the professionalisation of the arts in early twentieth-century England. I will do so 

using a range of sociological and historical sources, relying in particular on the work of Magali 

Sarfatti Larson, Eliot Freidson, and Everett Hughes on the phenomenon of professionalism. My focus 

in this chapter will be upon the occupational experience of the artist in the 1910s, when calls for 

professionalisation began to multiply. I will focus upon changes in terminology, and upon the 

corollary shifting conceptualisations of the artist’s social role and economic status. Thereby I hope to 

situate Lewis in the context o f other artist-critics advocating for reorganisation, for new accreditation, 

and for expanded professional opportunities. I will look at the shift in terms at the turn of the century, 

which saw a new vilification o f the ‘amateur,’ and a realignment of the values surrounding the 

conceptual divide between amateur and professional. In this context I will examine Blast, but will 

also look at Lewis’s 1919 pamphlet. The Caliph’s Design, as a professional manifesto, in which he 

outlines not only a programme for the professionalisation of the arts, but begins to formulate a body 

of esoteric knowledge and to imagine a professional mythology for the artist. The Caliph’s Design is 

written in the same rebarbative critical style Lewis had begun to develop in Blast, yet is couched, as 

Blast was not, in the familiar terms -  of client, expertise, and ‘service’ -  o f the incorporated 

professional. It also continues the manifestly professional polemic activities of Blast in aggressively
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demarking the territory o f Vorticism as against the amateurism of Fry’s Omega Workshops, of the 

Futurists, and of that branch of continental modernism exemplified by Picasso. As such I will 

propose a reading o f The Caliph’s Design as a professionalist pamphlet, and Lewis as a ‘pioneer’ 

professional, a species of usually vigorous campaigners who have historically, in different ways, laid 

the groundwork for the reorganisation of their professional fields.

In my second chapter, I will extend the terms of my inquiry to encompass a more far-reaching 

definition o f ‘professionalisation.’ Harold Perkin, in a groundbreaking study of English social and 

cultural history between 1880 and 1960, narrates what he refers to as the professionalisation of 

English society. He extends the sociological inquiry of theorists like Hughes and Larson to a study of 

the broader societal reorganisation which accompanied the formation of the modem professions in 

England. For Perkin, the professional project is bound up with the contemporaneous processes of 

industrial rationalisation, the corporatisation of state and business interests which gathered pace in 

England during the war, and the evolution of a ‘professional ideal’ (privileging knowledge, expertise, 

and human resources) which has transformed English society from top to bottom. I will rely upon 

Perkin’s thesis to argue for an understanding of l ewis’s project as professionalist in this wider sense. 

Blast will again feature heavily in this analysis, as a vehicle for promulgating the art of industry and 

rationalised modernity. I will also examine some of the artworks displayed at Lewis’s one-man 

exhibition o f 1921, Tyros and Portraits. I will look at the influence of the scientific management 

movement, and use it to make the case for a more cohesive reading of Vorticism, as a single 

movement in poetry and literature as well as in the visual arts, than has heretofore been allowed. I 

will in addition consider the influence upon Lewis of the circle of socialist thinkers who gravitated 

around The New Age during the pre-war period and during the First World War. My aim here will be 

to elucidate Lewis’s occasional, and to many baffling, claims to belong at this time to the political 

left. Lewis’s left, as I will argue, was the left of The New Age, a left committed to the reorganisation 

of society along occupational (guild socialist) lines, and a left, moreover, with a dangerous blindside 

to authority. I suggest that the influence of this network of thinkers helps to explain some of the more 

unpalatable elements o f his 1926 critical text, The Art o f  Being Ruled, in which he formulates a 

proposal for a particularly noxious societal system: an occupational caste system, a sort of
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professionalist utopia, or dystopia, as the case may be. While tracing a shared and disquieting 

commitment to a variant of this professional caste system across the work o f a number of 

contemporary critics, I will show that this line of anti-humanist thought reaches its apotheosis, for 

Lewis, in The Art o f  Being Ruled.

For Lewis’s ideas about authoritarianism and the ‘masses’ change significantly (as I will 

demonstrate in my third chapter), after the publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled. I will look in detail 

at the events o f the months immediately succeeding the publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled in 

March 1926, leading to his revision of his argument in a document appended to his seminal essay, 

‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ published in January 1927. During this time, Lewis comes to retract 

some o f the more extreme, potentially proto-fascist, views already espoused, revealing in the process 

the first signs of a more humanistic criticism which will over time gradually effect a reverse in his 

attitude to the rational-industrial project, to mass-production, and to the status o f man in a 

corporatised society. This is a large shift in Lewis’s thinking, which I will illustrate more solidly in 

succeeding chapters. Here I will be tracing its genesis over a specific chronology, examining Lewis’s 

interactions during these few months with the Parisian avant-garde surrounding Pound, including in 

particular Robert McAlmon. I will examine his changing attitude at the same time to the concept of 

‘revolution,’ a keyword for Lewis derived from Sorel, and one which he felt was debased by the self- 

styled ‘revolutionary’ artists of the time. Crucial to my analysis will be the influence upon Lewis of 

the General Strike, which took place in May 1926, which Lewis later, in a largely ignored aside, 

called the summit of his ‘political education.’ Having mapped these three intellectual trajectories 

within the text of the 1927 ‘Appendix,’ I will trace their continuing interconnections in his 1930 

satire. The Apes o f  God, a novel in which the Strike forms a thematic centrepiece.

I will proceed, in my fourth chapter, to a consideration of this evolving humanist perspective 

in Lewis’s criticism o f the 1930s, in particular in his writing on patronage and the economic status of 

the artist, topics of increasingly crucial currency in the changed environment of the post-slump art 

scene. This was an era of significantly decreased opportunities for artists in England. It was also the 

era in which the tide of advanced opinion was beginning to turn against the ascendancy of 

Bloomsbury. With the deaths first of Lytton Strachey, then of Fry, Lewis’s principle enemy was
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becoming increasingly obsolescent. Yet instead of conforming to what was in some ways a new 

artistic consensus mirroring some of his own earlier positions, a consensus which for instance 

welcomed corporate sponsorship, the industrialisation of the arts, and the incorporation of visual 

artists into business interests as poster-artists and commercial designers, Lewis placed himself once 

again in opposition. I will look in particular at a sequence of essays Lewis produced in 1934, 

published across a number of journals and newspapers but forming, according to Paul Edwards, a 

coherent ‘set’ or series, in which he aims to assess the place of machine aesthetics in poetry and 

painting. Written in response to a number of exhibitions of ‘modem’ interior and furniture design, 

and encompassing the related field of modem architecture, his statements of this year illustrate more 

clearly than any others the distance he has travelled from the Vorticist endorsement of machine- 

aesthetics, and the related celebration of the production line, and of Ford, in The Art o f  Being Ruled, a 

distance I will explain in terms of the burgeoning humanism already identifiable in ‘The 

Revolutionary Simpleton’ in 1927.

Finally, in the fifth chapter, I will examine the interplay between Lewis’s developing critical 

positions and his own professional dialogue with some of the major institutional bodies governing the 

interwar art world. I will look at the ways in which Lewis applied his increasingly pragmatic -  and 

humanist -  philosophical framework to analysis of the schematics of contemporary patronage, both in 

that art criticism where he engages with the institutions, but also in his own professional engagements 

with the institutional landscape of the arts in mid-century England. I will conclude with a series of 

three case studies of specific institutions: the Royal Academy, the BBC, and the Arts Council of Great 

Britain. In each case I will assess Lewis’s criticism in conjunction with the relevant institutional and 

cultural histories, examining some of the intellectual convergences between Lewis and those officials 

and artists associated with the different institutional bodies. To begin with, I will focus upon the 

much-maligned Royal Academy, an organisation which can be understood as precisely one of those 

gatekeeper institutions with which the reforming professionals of the early twentieth century found 

themselves in contest for markets, for professional respectability, and for prestige. As such the furore 

following the Academy’s rejection of Lewis’s Portrait o f T.S. Eliot in 1938 can be seen as a typical 

exchange for the modernist professional. Lewis’s relationship with the BBC was of a far more fruitful
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and long-lasting nature, some examination of which will constitute the second case study. Finally I 

will look at Lewis’s 1949 essay on the newly established Arts Council of Great Britain, incorporated 

only three years earlier, and in Lewis’s eyes a repository o f precisely those Bloomsbury values which, 

rather than vanishing with Fry, Strachey, and Woolf, he saw being reconstituted in the form of a new 

establishment, overseen by a new structure of patronage headed by John Maynard Keynes instead of 

Fiy. In analysing his argument, and by way of conclusion, I will pay particular attention to the shared 

aesthetic and philosophical territory which it reveals between Lewis and Keynes, both of whom were 

committed to a model of art founded upon autonomy, classicism, and professional expertise. At this 

point the corollaries between Lewis and Bloomsbury, for so long obscured by rivalry and self

promotion, can be seen clearly, but so too can some final, unexpected divisions; for Lewis emerges, at 

this late stage, in contradistinction to Keynes and the other representatives o f the Arts Council, as the 

advocate o f equality, opportunity, and transparency in the arts.
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Chapter One 

Professionals and Amateurs

That Wyndham Lewis should have referred to himself consistently, in his letters and in his critical and 

autobiographical writing, as a ‘professional’ artist,' might seem to the casual modem observer hardly 

worthy o f note. Artists (be they visual artists, writers, sculptors, musicians) since the middle o f the 

twentieth century have so widely, so near-unanimously, agreed to conceive of and treat their arts as 

professions that the observation is now little more than axiomatic. The artist, in twenty-first century 

western society, is without reservation a professional. The discourse o f professionalism has gained 

ascendancy, so much so in fact that it must appear at first sight peculiar that previous to the age in 

which Wyndham Lewis was painting and writing -  the age in which the artists now almost universally 

revered as ‘modernists’ were fashioning their reputations -  such a formulation o f the artist’s role 

would have seemed far from self-evident. Ours is a professional age, whereas Lewis’s was not. In 

fact his insistence upon his professionalism at times set him in direct opposition to the assumptions of 

his contemporaries regarding the nature, and the economic status, o f art. It is this network of 

ideological constructions, centred on categories such as the professional and the amateur, that I intend 

to investigate in the following pages, and thereby, I hope, to elucidate some of the prejudgements 

upon which our own more thoroughly and consensually professionalised conceptualisation of art is 

based.

Lewis was an important figure in the early development in England o f the idea o f the 

professional artist, but in this he was by no means either singular or, at times, entirely consistent. As

' The word ‘professional’ (or ‘pro’) crops up again and again in Lewis’s writing, most notably in the polemical 
sections o f  The Apes o f  God, and in his letters to Ezra Pound. Perhaps his most extended treatment o f  the status 
o f the professional artist occurs in The Apes o f  God. A more personal statement o f  his own professionalism is 
articulated in his two introductory essays to the 1939 collection o f his art criticism, Wyndham Lewis the Artist: 
from  ‘B la st’ to Burlington House. In the first o f  these, ‘Super-Nature Versus Super-Real,’ Lewis categorises 
him self as part o f  the ‘pro-letariat’ -  one o f  ‘a half-dozen painters in England’ -  as against the “‘Gentlemen and 
Players” business,’ to which, he argues, the rest o f the contemporary art world can be reduced. See WLoA, pp. 
316-20.
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an outspoken advocate o f professionalism in art and in literature, certainly he was in his time 

unrivalled (though his one-time associates and life-long friends Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot participated 

in the crusade). However in other respects his efforts seemed to run counter to the professional 

project. His inability to interact with his peers meant that the essentially corporatist natiu-e of 

advanced professionalism would remain beyond his scope. He would always be a renegade 

professional, a figure common to all professional fields in the early stages o f their development, but a 

figure which must diminish as the profession evolves. His treatment of the Bloomsbury group will be 

o f particular interest here, as it is in his treatment of the artists and writers o f Bloomsbury that his 

most vociferous criticisms of the amateur were voiced. It is also in his venom towards popular and 

influential art and literary critics like Roger Fry and Virginia W oolf -  critics who were also art 

dealers, small-press publishers and unofficial artistic advisors to members of the upper middle-class 

London society who constituted in the interwar period the primary market for modem art -  that Lewis 

showed the deficiencies and limitations o f his self-styled professionalism, hi fact his writings on the 

Bloomsbury group narrate a particular split within the English art world, a split which mirrors a wider 

chasm in English professional life as a whole between a model of the professions predicated upon a 

traditional liberal-humanist ideal and one influenced by the more transparent, rationalised and openly 

capitalist concepts of professionalism being imported at this time from the United States. In contrast 

to the majority o f studies o f Lewis, Bloomsbury will in fact figure large in the background of the 

following thesis, on the basis of just such a wider interrogation o f not only Lewis’s professionalism, 

but the particular professionalisms in circulation during the pre-1914 and interwar period.^

What is important to state at this point is that undoubtedly the arts would have been 

professionalised without the efforts of Wyndham Lewis. It is not the intention of this thesis to suggest 

for Lewis any originary or directorial agency in the professional project o f which he was in many

 ̂Most criticism focussing on both Lewis and Bloomsbury to date has tended on one side or other toward the 
partisan, though there have been some signals in the past decade o f a potentially more nuanced and balanced 
understanding of the rivalry. For instance, in an essay published in the 2002-3 edition o f the Wyndham Lewis 
Annual, Paul Edwards undertakes a comparative analysis o f Lewis’s and W oolf s engagements with ideas of 
consciousness - though Edwards, a committed Lewis scholar, admits to finding W oolf s rhythmic style ‘banal to 
the point of embarrassment.’ Paul Edwards, ‘Relativity of Consciousness in the aesthetics o f Wyndham Lewis 
and Virginia Woolf,’ Wyndham Lewis Annual, 9-10 (2002-3), p. 59. The residue o f Lewis’s quarrel with 
Bloomsbury still evidently rankles to this day, even when all the key participants are dead.
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ways simply a particularly active and vocal proponent. It might be argued, even, that the less vocal 

organisers were in fact the more effective: the Arts Council o f Great Britain was established in 1946 

with barely a murmur o f public polemic from its proponents. That those proponents should have 

included figures like John Maynard Keynes and Sir Kenneth Clark (not himself a member o f the 

Bloomsbury group, but a critic who Lewis believed to be perpetuating a Bloomsbury campaign of 

vilification of his work^) could in fact be taken as indicative. It was members o f the Bloomsbury 

circle and their associates, rather than the more avowed professional pioneers like Pound and Lewis, 

who ultimately engineered the one major professional superstructure implemented in England in the 

first half o f the twentieth century.”* It is characteristic of Lewis that he would from its inception 

criticise the Arts Council of Great Britain vociferously, and his practical, pragmatic criticisms remain 

salient today, in particular his demands that funds should be delegated to supporting living artists, the 

young, the emergent, as against the bombast of the Arts Council’s promotion of an already 

comfortably established form of ‘Culture.’ However, it is his art criticism of the second two decades 

o f the twentieth century which is of interest in considering the development of the terms o f the 

contemporary debate about amateurs and professionals And Lewis’s vigour and relentlessness on 

behalf o f what he saw as an urgent need for professional reform provide a useful and illuminating 

perspective on the emergence o f that very modem phenomenon: the professional artist.

To come to terms with the emergence of the professional artist it will be necessary to look at 

the broader socio-economic process of professionalisation. Harold Perkin traces the phenomenon of 

professionalisation in English society from 1880 onward, a sequence of societal developments which 

he argues have still not today reached completion, whereby the professional ideal ‘permeates 

[modem] society from top to bottom.’ The triumph of this ideal is the triumph of a societal model 

‘based on trained expertise and selection by merit . . . emphasising human capital . . . [and] highly

 ̂When in 1949 his second portrait o f  T.S. Eliot was declined by the Board o f  Trustees o f  the Tate Gallery (of  
which Clark was a member) Lewis attributed the decision to ‘a sneer o f  hatred, or . . .  a sly Bloomsbury sniff.' 
SGG, p. 545. Lewis’s mistrust o f  Clark, who was in fact quite supportive o f  Lewis’s work during his disastrous 
stay in Toronto, seems like so many o f  his attitudes to his contemporaries decidedly paranoiac.
 ̂For an account o f  the influence o f  Bloomsbury on the scope and institutional format o f  the Arts Council o f  

Great Britain, see Anna Upchurch, ‘John Maynard Keynes, the Bloomsbury Group and the Origins o f  the Arts 
Council M ovement,’ InternationalJournul o f  Cultural Policy, 10:2 (2004), pp. 203-217
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skilled and differentiated labour.’  ̂ Professionalisation, he argues, can help to explain the shape of 

modem, specialised, compartmentalised and rationalised society. O f course the ‘professions,’ in the 

strictest sense o f the term, had existed for centuries: divinity, law, medicine and by some definitions 

the military have been referred to as professions since the sixteenth century. What Perkin finds 

significant is the emergence o f the ‘new’ occupational professions -  the restructured professions like 

engineering, sociology, science -  which from the 1880s onward mimicked the constitutional 

characteristics o f the older professions in trying to establish a firmer hold upon an expanding modem 

market. As Perkin notes, within a relatively short historical period, the number of professional 

associations operating in England boomed. There were in 1880 twenty seven qualifying associations 

(the most characteristic organisational model, though by no means the only one, for the regulation of 

an established profession). The period from 1880 onward saw an enormous expansion of this 

number: a further twenty one had been established by 1900, another twenty seven by 1918, a further 

forty six by 1945 and by 1970 forty six again: a total of 140 associations formed since 1880, and this 

in addition to the many non-qualifying associations like the obviously professional unions which had 

also come into being.^ Furthermore, over the same period, the traditional professions (what Eliot 

Freidson calls the ‘status’ professions) underwent major restructurings: rationalisations of labour and 

expertise, incorporation in the Universities, reform o f their professional associations. According to 

Perkin, professionalism as an ideal had gained ascendancy in England before the outbreak of the First 

World War. It was still, however, nothing like ubiquitious. The clamour of voices calling for reform 

-  of the Civil Service importantly, but also of the education systems -  bear witness to the distance the 

professional project had yet to go. The disparate professionalised associations had not yet been 

assembled, as they would be during the first world war, under the auspices o f a corporate economy. 

Nor would this corporatisation reach anything like a consummation in England before Atlee’s ‘New 

Jerusalem’ cabinet after the Second World War. However, the professional ideal was gaining 

ideological ground from the 1880s onward. Already before the First World War the language of 

efficiency and expertise, two o f the touchstones o f the professional project, were widespread and

 ̂Harold Perkin, The Rise o f  Professional Society: England since 1880, ed. (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 4.
* Ibid., p. 20.
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generally unchallenged. And the new emphasis laid upon professionalism in the criticism of 

modernist writers like Lewis, Pound, Eliot, is a testament to its influence.

On the other hand this influence has at times been overstated. Before 1914 the professions in 

England had not been consolidated, as they had been in the US from the 1870s and would be in 

England during the war. But even after the first world war the extent to which England had become a 

‘professional society’ is debatable. It is debatable whether it has become so, thoroughly, even today. 

Sociological theorists have since the 1960s been struggling to satisfactorily define professionalism as 

a conceptual field. As theorists like Magali Sarfatti Larson and Eliot Freidson have pointed out, there 

is no standard occupational experience of the process of professionalisation. It is, on the contrary, a 

shifting historical concept, any manifestation of which needs to be understood on its own terms and in 

its own socio-economic particularities. Freidson goes to some length to justify his use of the term: ‘as 

a concept capable of dealing with more than prestige and the fact o f formal knowledge, with the way 

professionals can gain a living, and with the institutions that shape the way they gain a living, 

professionalism  must be used in a specific historical and national sense. It is not a scientific concept 

generalisable to a wide variety o f settings.’ As such, he proposes a phenomenological analysis, 

applying professionalism  as a ‘folk concept’ rather than an absolute historical category.^ I will follow 

him in this, utilising the term to refer both to the specific historical experience of the consolidation of 

individual professions in England but also to a phenomenon observable in a broad societal sense 

across historical contexts, with corollaries -  as I shall demonstrate in the next chapter -  in legal and 

organisational contexts, including legislative reform, corporatisation of state and industry, and the 

reorganisation o f management and operational structures within professional institutions.

It must nevertheless be stressed that there remain treacherous semantic difficulties in the very 

definition of the word ‘profession,’ and its derivatives. One such difficulty is the confusion between 

‘status’ and ‘occupational’ professions, the occupational professions being those newly standardised 

and rationalised in the nineteenth century, like engineering, sociology and science. Perhaps more 

important than this is the further distinction, again highlighted by Freidson, between those agents of

’ Eliot Freidson, Professional Powers: A Study o f  the Institutionalisation o f  Formal Knowledge (Chicago: 
University o f  Chicago Press, 1986), p. 35.
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professional knowledge who are instrumental in creating the discursive and legislative professional 

field within which the ‘mere’ practising professional can operate. The ‘agent’ Freidson argues should 

be treated as quite distinct from his practising counterpart; and it is subsequently to analysis o f the 

agent that his book is given. * While the distinction of terms is useful certainly in the interests of a 

clear and categorical analysis, Freidson’s privileging o f the agent above the practitioner overlooks the 

importance of the interaction between the agent and the practitioner within the actual operation of 

almost every profession: the contribution of the barrister, for instance, to the incremental evolution of 

the law, or the almost universal necessity for the medical health specialist to refer to the data produced 

by practising doctors and nurses. In most fields, professionals can and do fulfil both functions 

simultaneously. The artist’s profession is no different, with art critics and bureaucrats generally 

drawn from the ranks o f the practising professional artist. As such, where they can be isolated, the 

points o f intersection between Lewis’s art criticism and his painting will function as investigative 

touchstones in an interrogation of his professionalism.

It should be evident at this point that this ‘professionalism’ is a concept of considerably 

greater complexity and instability than it might at first appear. It is a site of aspiration and anxiety, 

an elastic term, a point at which a plethora of cultural assumptions converge; as such it constitutes a 

very potent example of what Raymond Williams famously called a ‘k e y w o r d . T h e  evolution o f a 

culture’s understanding o f the words ‘professional’ and ‘professionalism’ are indicative of much 

more fundamental ideological shifts. The concept is elastic and unfixed: opaque, semantically 

ambiguous, historically imprecise. Nevertheless, as the body of research produced on the subject of 

professionalism will readily illustrate, there is certainly sufficient structural common ground between 

the modem professions, and sufficient historical evidence o f the simultaneity of their appearance, to 

justify their treatment as in some sense a collective socio-economic phenomenon. W hat’s more, such 

a treatment of the emergence o f the professions in the early twentieth cenury is still o f extreme 

significance in the twenty-first. As Perkin argues, an understanding of the professional ideal is crucial 

to an understanding o f England’s socio-economic and cultural development over the course of the

* Ibid., pp. 15-16.
’ See Raymond Williams, Kevwords: A Vocabulary o f  Culture and Society (London: Oxford University Press, 
1976).
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twentieth century and right up to the present. It is the intention of this thesis, in Hne with Freidson’s 

methodology, to analyse closely and specifically the development o f the English professions and, 

more specifically, their influence upon the restructuring of the art world, and the art market, in the 

early twenieth century. It was after all the succesful organisation and rationalisation of the new 

professions -  and their institutionalisation in the modem universities -  that led to the wider spread and 

prevalence o f the discourse of professionalism in the early twentieth century, and it was this discourse 

which Lewis, in his criticism, was attempting to apply to a definition o f a modernised field of art.

He was not, o f course, alone. In the past two decades, a number o f academics have traced the 

influence upon the modernist writers of the ‘discourse of professionalism.’ Louis Menand in a 

groundbreaking study published in 1987 applied Larson’s socio-economic model o f 

professionalisation to the writing o f T.S. Eliot. Since then, critics such as Thomas Strychacz and Arm 

L. Ardis have added to this work a more generalised analysis of the uses to which the discourse of 

professionalism was put by the modernists, Lewis and Pound prominent amongst them. These 

various analyses have been grounded in a theoretical approach to the construction of ‘the Literary’: 

the field since enshrined by university English departments, with the modernist authors themselves 

highly prominent as a sort of triumphal conclusion to a particular, western literary tradition. It is the 

assumption of both Strychacz and Ardis that this outcome was the consequence of a more or less 

deliberate effort on the part o f the modernists themselves. The danger here is in too easily eliding the 

modernist writers with their later advocates within the universities, particularly in light of so many of 

the prominent modernists’ often strident resistance to the academy. The ‘Literary’ was often less 

important to the modernists than ‘Art,’ a field of cross-pollination between the arts, music, painting, 

writing, resistant to disciplinary specialisation. While certainly on the one hand a new enthusiasm for 

specialisation and compartmentalisation did enter the discourse about writing and visual art, on the 

other hand the ideal o f the creative inter-disciplinarian persisted, as evidenced not least by the career 

o f Lewis him self Much has also been made of the modernists’ efforts at self-historicisation: it has 

been argued for instance that Lewis and Pound’s narrations of the prewar period paved the way for the 

university-enshrined grand narrative of literary modernism which dominated English studies up until 

the 1970s. That modernist writers like Pound, Eliot and Lewis did write with posterity in mind is
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certainly not in debate. However it is by no means clear that the university system was one which 

they could have anticipated or would have endorsed.'® Furthermore this cultivation of posterity, and 

o f posthumous respectability, can have been only secondary to the very real and pressing need of 

making a living, from the market, by their art.

It is as a ‘practising’ professional (a working painter and writer), as well as an ‘agent’ and 

advocate of professional knowledge (a literary and art critic), that I wish to interrogate Lewis’s 

professionalism. John Marx, in a more recent study, treats the almost unconscious cultivation of a 

professional model of literature by writers like Conrad as a device to bolster and define his reputation 

and, ultimately, to generate sales of his work.'' Lewis’s project was far more explicit. The wider 

implications o f professionalism within a late-industrial mass society were present to Lewis in a way 

they do not seem to have been for Pound, or indeed for any other contemporary critic. Lewis went so 

far as to integrate the category of the ‘professional’ -  and the often corollary conceptualisation o f the 

amateur -  into the framework o f the thoroughgoing system of applied philosophy he developed in the 

later 1920s. His polemical enquiries into the market for contemporary art hinged upon the figure of 

the amateur (the unskilled and non-specialist practitioner) which he saw as the greatest threat o f his 

time to the maintenance of a high artistic standard. As T.S. Eliot noted, in 1926, Lewis’s advocacy of 

the arts was at the level of the professional agitator; Lewis, says Eliot, is representative o f the 

‘dispossessed artist,’ who ‘may be driven to examining the elements in the situation -  political, social, 

philosophical or religious -  which frustrate his labour.’'  ̂ That he was dispossessed as a painter as 

well as a writer makes him of particular interest amongst his contemporaries. His dual and quite 

singular role as practising literary and visual critic enables an extension of the investigation, pioneered 

by strictly literary critics like Menand, Strychacz, Ardis and Marx, to encompass the wider arts, and 

‘Art’ as a field in itself, in the early twentieth century.

Lewis’s is a far from academic prose: his relentlessly personalised and idiosyncratic style, his wilful 
inconsistency, and his fusion o f  art criticism, economics, philosophy, sociology, and diatribe, result ultimately in 
a virtually uncategorisable hybrid literary form which has met with unsurprising resistance from the University 
literary-critical and art-historical establishments.
" See the chapter, ‘Conrad’s Gout,’ in John Marx, The M odernist Novel and the Decline o f  Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 25-8.

From a discussion o f  Lewis’s The Art o f  Being Ruled. T.S. Eliot, ‘A Commentary,’ The Criterion, 4 (June, 
1926).
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Focus upon the professionalising project of writers like Eliot, Pound and Conrad stems from a 

broad shift in modernist studies in the last two decades, toward an analysis o f the complex, and at 

times contradictory, relationships between modernist writers, artists, and the market conditions within 

which their works were sold. Critics like Andreas Huyssen and Marshall Berman laid the 

groundwork for this re-evaluation in the late 1980s with what Rebecca Beasley calls a strain of ‘anti- 

modernist’ critique: they maintained that ‘it is precisely modernism’s failure to engage with 

mechanical reproduction, mass culture and the socio-political order -  in short, with the distinctive 

features of twentieth-century modernity -  that is its defining trait.’ Beasley attributes to this overhaul 

in modernist studies ‘a more nuanced history of literary activity in the early twentieth century, from 

which the radical and the reactionary have emerged with a considerably more complex relationship 

than was previously acknowledged.’’  ̂ Yet Ardis makes the point, succintly, that many critics 

‘continue to read modernism from within its own politics and p r e j u d i c e s . T h e  ‘modernists’ were 

often vocal in their opposition to the market, to the masses, to corporate capitalism. Such opposition 

could be read, and was probably intended to be read, as a straightforward statement o f integrity and of 

artistic detachment. But there are other ways in which these statements of principle might be 

understood. Here the economic principles informing the professional project prove particularly 

illuminating. Market-relations are crucial to any understanding of the impulse behind the widespread 

expansion and refortification of the professions in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries. 

The now-classic study o f the subject is Larson’s 1977 sociological enquiry, The Rise o f  

Professionalism. Her sociological analysis traces the phenomenon of professionalisation broadly, 

honing in at points upon the example of medicine, itself in many ways the exemplar of the 

professions, to unearth the essential, if sometimes covert, market-basis of the modem professional 

project. The professional will often make a show of their integrity, their devotion to their profession 

rather than their reliance upon their profession for their income. Their market share is based, often.

Rebecca Beasley, Ezra Pound and the Visual Culture o f  Modernism  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), p. 3.

Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002),
p. 6.
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on trust. As such, according to Larson, their ‘integrity’ can be understood as a mechanism for 

securing a professional market.

It is in this light that I propose to interrogate Wyndham Lewis’s insistence upon his own 

professionalism. It is not difficult to understand his artistic alliance (circa 1914) with Pound, Eliot 

and, before the war, Gaudier-Brzeska and Hulme, as a sort of professional association. The Vorticists 

were by no means the only such association of talent, but their alliance was distinctly and explicitly a 

professional one. It might be worth noting that these three -  often grouped -  critics were all 

American-born. As Lewis was later to recall, when some time after the war he told Ezra Pound he 

had been bom in a yacht off Nova Scotia:

[H]e laughed a great deal -  ‘Oh if the deah British public only knew that three 

Americans -  he, Eliot, self -  were responsible for all this disturbance, Blasting,

Imagism, Vorticisml etc.’ said he -  very amused {LL, 464).

Might it be that a sense of connection with the distinctive and certainly at this stage more highly 

developed discourse of American professionalism helped to inflect the thinking of these three ‘Men of 

1914’ about the nature of their professional pursuits? Questions o f national accent aside, however, 

Lewis’s anecdote demonstrates the tacit understanding between the three of a shared project. That 

this project was in many senses a professional project can readily be made clear by turning to look at 

them in tandem with, and in opposition to, the rival movement in English modernism, that of Grant, 

Fry, Woolf, Forster and Bell. The professional rivalry between Lewis and Fry is of particular note, 

obscured though it has been for so long beneath the residues of their bitter personal animosity.’̂  The 

Caliph’s Design, Lewis’s under-read and often misinterpreted pamphlet, offers an illuminating 

perspective on this rivalry. Looked at alongside Larson and her successor’s analytical models. The

Until quite recently it has been customary for academics writing about Lewis to treat Fry with little short o f  
contempt. John Rothenstein introduced this enduringly personal note in his chapter on Lewis in M odem  
English Painters, already alluded to. Only recently, in studies such as Paul Edward’s book-length study o f  
Lewis as painter and writer, which will inform some o f  what follows, has any attempt been made to judge Fry 
and Lewis as contemporaries and in many ways critically aligned. Similary Lewis barely figures in the deluge 
o f  writing about Bloomsbury (in particular o f  course the outpouring o f  scholarship on Virginia W oolf), except 
as a vitriolic and ‘fascist’ irrelevance.
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Caliph’s Design can in fact be decoded as a systematic professional manifesto. In it Lewis lays the 

groundwork for his programmatic efforts to establish himself as both a practising professional (i.e. as 

an artist and writer) and as a specialist (an authoritative critic). Both roles are essential to the 

survivial of any profession. Furthermore, it is in The Caliph's Design that he, tellingly, makes the 

first attack o f what would be a long-standing campaign against the amateurism of his rival 

practitioners, the ‘Chelso-Bloomsberries,’'^ and in particular of his rival art expert, Roger Fry.

Professionalism in The Caliph’s Design

Lewis pulls no punches in declaring the argument of The Caliph’s Design. Not only his dilemma but 

its solution are laid out in the form o f a short parable in the very first pages. In the parable, the Caliph 

of the pamphlet’s title looks out of his window and, finding himself ‘extremely dissatisfied with the 

shape o f my city,’ a city named in the pamphlet as Baghdad but which we can understand to refer 

equally to London,’  ̂ draws up his own designs for its reconstruction. He then calls to his throne 

Mahmud and Hasan (‘respectively the most ingenious engineer and the most experienced architect in 

his dominions’) and lays out his designs, a series of ‘hieroglyphs on a piece o f paper,’ what he calls ‘a 

little vorticist effort.’ His instructions are clear:

‘[I]t is my will that such a street should rise beneath the windows of my palace, work 

starting on it at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. It is your unpleasant duty to invent 

the shapes and conditions that would make it possible to realise my design. You 

have till ten tomorrow morning in which to produce the requisite plans and

The term ‘Chelso-Bloomsburies’ was a strategic conflation on Lewis’s part o f  the members o f  the 
Bloomsbury group with the more fashionable and wealthy society o f  Chelsea, where a number o f  more 
established artists’ studios were situated, including those o f  John Singer Sargent and Henry Tonks, and where 
another circle o f  poets and artists clustered around the Chelsea-based Sitwell family. Where the term is used in 
the present study it is with the intention o f  signalling and interrogating this critical strategy o f  Lewis’s. Any 
strict reference to the Bloomsbury group itself, or to any o f the individual ‘Bloomsberries’ as Lewis elsewhere 
calls them, will be clearly delineated.

Lewis later made this parallel explicit. In a letter to the publishers o f  America, I  Presume, in 1940, Lewis lays 
out a little o f  his biographical background. Explaining his career to date, he claims that ‘as a young artist I 
thought everything could be wiped out and rebuilt nearer to the heart’s desire. I designed an entirely new 
London for instance.’ LL, p. 273.
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instructions . . . Should you fail to do so your heads will fall as soon as I have been 

informed of your failure.’

This stipulation is met with panic. His subjects, the architect and the engineer, are entirely at the 

Caliph’s mercy. They spend the night working prodigiously, so that come morning their plans can be 

presented. ‘And within a month a strange street transfigured the heart o f that cultivated city’ (TCsD, 

19).

Here, with startling brevity, Lewis analogises a number of the controversial propositions 

which it is the pamphlet’s purpose to articulate: that the artist be treated on the level of a state-salaried 

civil engineer, that he work not individually but as a part o f a meritocratically-selected association of 

his peers, that he work to commission in the name o f the public good but without reference to the 

public wish, and that he be in return protected from the vagaries o f a market economy.'* The 

proposition is of course radical. In a sense it is almost too radical even for Lewis himself; nowhere in 

the pamphlet that follows does he come close to providing satisfactory conclusions to the problems 

addressed in his prologue. The implications of the parable were too revolutionary for 1919. 

Nevertheless, the prologue, and the pamphlet as a whole, do constitute a powerful early manifesto in 

support of the professionalisation of the role of the artist. Regarded from this perspective, the 

subsequent, often erratic, essays which make up the rest o f The Caliph's Design come to acquire a 

surprising coherence. Lewis’s greatest insights often seem to have been reached almost 

unconsciously, unwittingly. Whether he was fully aware o f it or not, in The Caliph’s Design he set 

out a remarkably consistent programme for the establishment of art as a profession in the pattern of 

medicine, jurisprudence or engineering.

Perhaps the most striking feature o f this programme is Lewis’s at this stage quite 

unprecedented demand for state support of the arts: for the vision of the Caliph. This was a 

proposition that would be made again and again, by a number o f artists, on all sides of the political 

spectrum during the interwar period. Lewis’s statement o f the case in The Caliph's Design now tends

It is fitting that at no point in the pamphlet is any suggestion made as to how this presumably both very 
expensive and very labour-intensive reconstruction project is to be financed.
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to be conflated with his later, disastrous idealisation of Hitler’s regime, as one which might foster an 

intellectual aristocracy, and which might shelter and support a cadre of artists isolated from the 

market. It was this belief in the capacity and, more importantly, the inclination o f an authoritarian 

regime to provide patronage for the arts which led him to assert, in an often-quoted passage from The 

Art o f  Being Ruled, that ‘for anglo-saxon countries as they are constituted to-day some modified form 

o f fascism would probably be the best’ {ABR, 370).'^ However a similar line of argument, formulated 

by a decidedly anti-authoritarian coalition of artists and intellectuals, amongst them John Maynard 

Keynes and Clive Bell, led to a much more respectable conclusion: the establishment (under Keynes’s 

chairmanship) o f the Arts Council of Great Britain in 1946. What is important to remember here is 

that the appeal for state support, be it market shelter or special legislation protecting some form of 

professional (and usually university) accreditation, is in fact an integral element of the professional 

project. For a profession to succeed in monopolising its market, as the authoritative supplier of its 

service, some formal recognition, usually at state level, is necessary. And securement of this formal 

acknowledgement is generally undertaken by the early activists and organisers within any given 

professional field: what Larson calls ‘professional entrepreneurs.’ Larson argues that these 

entrepreneurs, ‘not unlike their counterparts in industry,’ are ‘bound to solicit state protection and 

state-enforced penalties against unlicensed competitors.'^® To cast Lewis as a professional 

entrepreneur, advocating on behalf of the arts for the same market shelter offered to professionals 

within other fields, can help to elucidate some of the more dangerous implications of his argument in 

The Caliph’s Design. As such his later political misjudgements need not necessarily and wholly 

discount the pamphlet’s proposals. O f course, his terms were characteristically uncompromising: 

what he sought was an art to rival that of the eighteenth dynasty of Egypt, or of the Tokugawa 

shogunate o f seventeenth-century Japan, histead of state-enforced penalties against unlicensed 

competitors, he sought, after the manner of a feudal emperor, beheadings. Even Lewis recognised

He does not go so far in The Caliph's Design as he would go in his later polemical writing, in his demands for 
a ruler who would shelter the artist from the vagaries o f  the market, but there are to some o f  his arguments 
certain ominous overtones. For instance he argues that the overwhelming ‘scepticism o f  a shallow, tired and 
uncertain tim e’ such as that in which, according to Lewis, post-war Europe had been plunged, is cemented 
because o f  the lack o f  a ‘great communal or personal force in the Western World o f  today, unless some new 
political hegemony supply it.’ TCsD, p. 120.

Maria Sarfatti Larson, The Rise o f  Professionalism  (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1977), p. 14.
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that it was hardly applicable to a modem setting. In what seems in hindsight an almost painfully 

nonchalant aside, considering his later politics, he concedes that ‘the sculptors of Nineveh . . .  led an 

unlucky kind o f life . . . Their heads probably fell like apples in an autumn wind . . .  It has occurred 

to me that we might be worse off than we are’ {TCsD, 58-62).

Timothy Materer, in his book-length study of Eliot, Pound and Lewis, looks cursorily at The 

Caliph's Design, suggesting that Lewis’s enthusiasm in the pamphlet for a state-sponsored model of 

artistic production might stem from his experience as an officer during the First World War, when he 

was commissioned by the Canadian War Memorials Fund to produce a painting based on his 

experience o f the front. ‘Perhaps,’ Materer speculates, ‘in the back of Lewis’s mind [in the writing of 

the parable] was the memory of the commission from Lord Beaverbrook that had rescued him from 

the trenches and set him painting rather than firing howitzers.’ '̂ This is a stimulating line of inquiry, 

pointing up as it does the connection between Lewis’s own experience as a painter and his critical 

positions as a critic, an approach which I will be replicating in what follows. However it is possible to 

trace the genealogy of the Caliph ftirther back, beyond the experience of the war, to Lewis’s Vorticist 

pronouncements about the role of the artist. In Blast, he posits (admittedly with levity) a model of a 

nationalised art movement, incorporating the representatives o f state in its pantheon: ‘We will convert 

the King if possible. Why not? A VORTICIST KING! WHY NOT? DO YOU THINK LLOYD 

GEORGE HAS THE VORTEX IN HEM?’ {Bl,  8). Whatever the origin of this enthusiasm for 

officialdom, however, the war seems to have gleaned him a passing vision o f a potential state- 

apparatus for sponsorship of the arts which he for a brief period believed might be extended, in peace

time England, to glorious effect. He was to be shortly disillusioned.

Be that as it may, a profound aversion to the vagaries o f the free market remained a fixture of 

Lewis’s thought throughout his career. This attitude to the market is symptomatic of the professions, 

deriving from what Larson refers to as a central ‘ideological self-conception’ of the professional; the 

idea that the professions are not pursued for gain, and that payment to practitioners is such only that 

they can maintain a standard of living to pursue the life of the mind. This is not to suggest that the 

artists and writers under survey could be accused o f cynicism. More often than not the model of the

Timothy Materer, Vortex: Pound, Eliot, and Lewis (New York: Cornell University Press, 1979), p. 33.
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professional’s disinterest was completely internalised. T.S. Eliot, in a letter to Lewis in 1925, 

attempts to justify what might seem unethical favouritism, in reserving regular space for Lewis’s 

writing in The Criterion. His explanation involves an appeal to precisely this professional self

conception:

I am not an individual, but an instrument, and anything I do is in the interest o f art 

and literature and civilisation, and is not a matter for personal compensation.^^

This impression o f aloofness from the market is a consequence of the paradoxical position of the 

professions: ‘they are, in fact, one of the distinctive features of industrial capitalism, even though they 

claim to renounce the profit motive and appear to some as a . . . survival of the medieval guild. 

That the professions are in fact a means of earning an income, on the basis of transacted services, still 

today goes generally unacknowledged, which can be taken as a testament to the power of this 

ideological construction. Doctors, lawyers, academics: all are trusted to this day, where they are 

trusted at all, on the basis o f a more or less fictional ethical contract, according to which the public 

expects any professional service to be carried out with unimpeachable moral probity. Remuneration 

is provided to enable the thorough mastery of the professional’s particular expertise or skill.^'’ The 

ethical contract, viewed in this light, could be understood simply as a mechanism in an unusually 

effective marketing strategy.

Crucial to the success of this strategy is first of all the definition and then the ideological 

establishment of ‘the particular expertise or skill’ as the exclusive province of a professional body. In 

the case of the arts, the struggle to obtain exclusivity for some form of visual art or writing marked off 

as ‘professional’ from a wider body of production. Ann L. Ardis, in a 2002 study, analyses the

A letter o f  31 January, 1925. L L ,p . 151.
Maria Sarfatti Larson, The Rise o f  Professionalism, p. 9.
Rather more unsettlingly, Larson goes on to point out that the public are as often as not captive [parties] to 

this contract. The professions ‘claim that transactions in the professional markets are radically different from 
those in the laissez-faire commodity markets; in the latter, caveat emptor is the rule, while in the former, 
professional work ethics and the ideal o f  service justify the consumer’s trust. In fact, the argument gives 
normative sanction to an objective reality: the average lay buyer o f  professional services is compelled to trust 
the seller because he normally does not have any other standards o f evaluation than the judgement o f  
competence passed on the professional by his colleagues.’ Ibid., p. 49.
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discursive operations she sees at work in the writing o f the early modernists (Lewis amongst them), 

whereby a type o f writing referred to as ‘Literature’ was distinguished and separated from the 

previously amorphous mass o f ‘non-literary’ writing.^^ Belles lettres, a classification which in the 

mid-nineteenth century had encompassed the entire body of a culture’s written texts, now became a 

much narrower term of abuse, referring to the writing o f the non-professional, the ‘unskilled.’ Ardis 

recognises this reorientation of the literary field as an essentially professional activity, the corollary of 

‘the professionalisation o f science, the establishment o f new disciplinary discourses, and the 

(re)organisation o f the modem u n i v e r s i t y . O f  course many of the modernists scorned the 

compartmentalisation of the new university English departments. However, without conflating the 

working modernist writers with their growing numbers of critical commentators in the universities, 

Ardis is right to point up the affinities between these professional developments. The modernist 

advocates of ‘Literature’ were engaged in a similar project to the academics: to define and enforce a 

restrictive and respectable canon of literature, i.e. a professional writer’s body o f expertise. The 

added incentive o f the working writers was to establish their own position as inheritors of this 

tradition, its modem practitioners. They did so in a number of ways.

The first challenge lay in establishing, as against the catholicity of traditional criticism, a 

narrower modernised definition of art as an exalted professional practice. Thomas Strychacz, with 

Ardis, recognises that modernist writing was shaped, at least in part, by a response to the emergent 

discourse of professionalism.^’ According to Strychacz, one of the tactics of the modernist writers’ 

was the use o f ‘opaque discourse, jargon, a great amount of information, an arcana of traditions, 

values, and responsibilities’̂ * In this way a body of esoteric knowledge and expertise could be 

established to which the ‘non-professional’ has no access, and for mediation of which the public must 

rely upon the modernists as experts. Louis Menand’s study o f Eliot picks up on precisely this

Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922, p. 6.
“  Ibid., p. 34.

Thomas Strychacz, Modernism, M ass Culture and Professionalism  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993). Strychacz’s contention in this book is that American modernist writing ‘was shaped profoundly by a 
convergaence o f  professional discourse and the rise o f  mass culture.’ Ibid., p. 5. His text has certainly helped to 
inform my own treatment o f  literary professionalism, though his focus on the American experience, upon 
journalism and the re-organisation o f  the universities, limits his relevance to this study.

Ibid., p. 23.
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tendency. Eliot’s theoretical model of the ‘objective correlative’ -  a model which Menand dismisses, 

from a philosophical point of view, as one ‘whose theoretical content is practically zero’̂ ’ -  was 

nevertheless a valuable practical tool in Eliot’s professional programme. By defining what he calls an 

‘objective’ standard o f literary merit, a standard described with a specialised critical terminology, 

Eliot as a critic was able to lay the terms of his reception as a poet. As Menand argues, ‘The task of 

the usurping practitioner is to make his discourse seem not a new, but in fact the traditional discourse, 

and to make the language of the amateur he is supplanting appear to be an aberration.’̂ ® Thus Eliot 

was also able to define a ‘literary’ tradition which would exclude his immediate predecessors -  

predecessors to whom, in Menand’s analysis, he owed much -  the writers o f the late-Victorian and 

Edwardian periods. Lewis’s trajetory as a painter and art critic followed a similar course. 

Throughout his art criticism, he defined and claimed as his own a highly-referential and often obscure 

artistic lineage. In The Caliph’s Design, Lewis outlines just such an obscure tradition out of which 

could emerge the sort o f painting which he argues appropriate for twentieth-century Europe, a lineage 

including little or none of what his contemporary public would have considered the canonical works 

o f European art. He selected as predecessors instead the sculptors o f Nineveh and the artists of 

Asshur. Lewis’s knowledge of these distant, esoteric and exotic artistic practices marks him as an 

expert in matters o f which no layperson without a considerable amount o f time and resources could 

acquire anything near such in-depth knowledge. He is, in this sense, installing himself as an 

indispensable guide to a tradition he describes as integral and essential in maintaining the standard of 

modem western art, but which he in fact has largely -  and according, arguably, to his own skills as a 

painter -  invented. He has set the terms (less successfully, it must be admitted, than Eliot) for the 

reception of his own work, as the inheritor of a tradition he himself defined. There are occasions 

when ‘A rt’ as he defines it seems to refer to little beyond the paintings of Wyndham Lewis.

The knowledge of this esoteric tradition of course marks Lewis as a professional expert, with 

unique access to a body of professional knowledge. With this body of specialised knowledge 

intelligibly defined, this canon to the pursuit of which their income at least ostensibly enabled them,

Louis Menand, Discovering Modernism: T.S. Eliot and his Context (London: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
p. 151. For Menand’s extended critique o f  the ‘objective correlati\ e ,’ see pp. 134-51.

Louis Menand, Discovering Modernism: T.S. Eliot and his Context, p. 124.
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the attitude of contempt for the market, and often for their audience, became not only a permissible 

but arguably also a marketable effect. There have been a number o f studies produced in the past two 

decades or so, critiquing what is seen as the modernists’ contempt for the masses -  and for a mass- 

market which threatened to adulterate an elite conception o f art as the preserve o f the upper middle 

classes. The argument is generally agreed to originate with Andreas Huyssen’s 1987 text, After the 

Great Divide, and was applied to the English modernists with particular polemical power by John 

Carey in his 1992 book, The Intellectuals and the Masses?^ However, viewed in light o f the 

professional project, a certain indifference to the market -  and by proxy to the broad public who 

constituted the market for art and for books -  might be seen, not as a symptom of class prejudice (or 

not solely at any rate), but rather, almost, as a professional prerequisite. Menand cites Oscar Wilde as 

an early illustration of this function o f literary professionalism. W ilde’s attitude during his famous 

trial (his superciliousness to his interlocuters, his scornful indifference to his readership) was a perfect 

demonstration of ‘the aestheticist attitude at its most clairvoyant,’ prefiguring, according to Menand, a 

time when indifference to the market would be a hallmark o f professional autonomy, ethicality and 

impersonality.^^

This sort of bald contempt for popular opinion, Menand argues, was not yet, in 1895, quite in 

flavour. The institutional grounds for the professional indifference of the artist had not yet been 

conclusively laid. By the interwar period, on the contrary, indifference had become the hallmark of 

the artist’s sincerity, their probity. Roger Fry’s two Post-Impressionist exhibitions in 1910 and 1911 

had tested again the waters in which Wilde in 1895 had run to wreck, and, though the wider public 

response to the exhibitions was extravagant, the art world of London had by now been consolidated 

and collectivised enough to bear the strain. Fry and Desmond MacCarthy, the architects o f the first 

Post-Impressionist Exhibition, the exhibition which met with such ftirious incomprehension and 

mockery, were wearily dismissive of ‘the British public.’ MacCarthy, in his recollections of the 

exhibition, remembers dealing as secretary with angry spectators. His response was to ask them to

See Andreas Huyssens, After the Great Divide: Modernism, M ass Culture, Postmodernism  (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1987) and John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among 
the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880-1939  (London: Faber & Faber, 1992).

Louis Menand, Discovering Modernism: T.S. Eliot and his Context, p. 116.
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write down their objections, so that he could pin them to the door. ‘Occasionally I did get a document 

to pin up. I wish I had kept them.’^̂  This tone of wistfully superior irony was characteristic, and 

more than that, seemed to achieve the desired objective. By the time o f the second Post-Impressionist 

exhibition, in 1911, as already noted, Post-Impressionism had gained credence amongst a new 

generation of artists, not to mention an affluent fashionable market, and met with nothing like the 

same levels of derision. Perhaps more importantly, MacCarthy, who had secured a 20% commission 

on paintings sold at the first exhibition, made £460 as secretary, a phenomenally large sum. Whatever 

their attitude to the public, they had certainly managed to secure a market.

That Roger Fry should have been so instrumental in creating these new conditions for the 

professional artist makes Lewis’s later outright dismissal of his ‘amateurism’ puzzling. For here, if 

anywhere, there was a considerable community of interest between Lewis and the Bloomsbury critics. 

Each o f them shared a conviction that their contempt for the mass-market was in fact the expert’s 

contempt for the opinion o f the layperson to whose welfare it is his business to attend. This 

contradictory impetus is key to understanding Lewis’s and Fry’s professionalism, and the 

professionalism of the modernists in general; for one of the underlying principles which unifies their 

work is the belief that they combined in their art an indifference to the market with a professional 

expert’s concern for the public good. In ‘An Essay on Aesthetics,’ published in 1909, Fry articulates 

well, if with characteristic condescension, this sense of the public service which he feels art can 

provide: ‘do we not feel that the average business man would be in every way a more admirable, more 

respectable being if  his imaginative life were not so squalid and incoherent?’̂ '* The layperson, in 

these terms, is in need of the artist’s grace to improve the ‘squalid’ nature o f their personal 

impressions which, without professional help, they could not hope to ameliorate.

Ardis catches this contradictory formulation in her analysis of Ezra Pound’s essays. She 

brings her analysis o f the professional affectations of modernism to bear upon ‘The Serious Artist,’ an 

essay of Pound’s which appeared in The New Freewoman in October, 1913. In this essay Pound 

presents himself, Pound the artist rather than Pound the critic, as a doctor tending to the ailments of

Desmond MacCarthy writing in 1945 on ‘The Post-Impressionist Exhibition o f  1910,’ see The Bloomsbury 
Group: A Collection o f  Memories, Commentary and Criticism, p. 77.

Roger Fry, Vision and Design  (1920; London: Dover Publications, 1998), p. 16.
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modernity, housing his argument ‘within a professional discourse of medicine that emphasises both 

the service to society rendered by the “skillful physician” . . . and the closed society o f professionals 

to which the serious artist belongs.’^̂  The ‘service to society,’ facilitated, supposedly, by a 

convergence o f specialist expertise and ethical steadfastness, is the ideological justification for the 

very existence of a professional class. It occupies a prominent position in the argument of The 

Caliph's Design. From the outset of the pamphlet Lewis sets himself in opposition to what he calls 

‘The Studio Game’ of his contemporaries, occupied as they are in painting ‘natures-mortes’; product 

to Lewis’s mind o f ‘a specialised interest in the debris of your table, or the mandolin you have just 

bought, [or] in copying the colours of the roofs seen from your Garret studio,’ subjects which to 

Lewis are “’not the creative interest required for art’ (TCsD, 119). According to Lewis, painters like 

Picasso, Derain, Matisse, and his English contemporaries are failing to "get Painting, Sculpture, and 

Design out o f  the studio and into life,' i.e. to create art which will render a real, if intangible, service 

to the public {TCsD, 12). His alternative is to propose what would today be recognised as a form of 

public art. That he never quite achieves his aim -  or makes a feasible proposition for how one might, 

even -  has as much to do with the prevailing presumptions about art practice as it has to do with 

Lewis’s own limitations. For painting was still seen, at this juncture, as very much a private 

occupation. Lewis attempted to square this circle by arguing that an aesthetic overhaul o f art could 

lead to an improvement in the mental life of its audience: a not very rigorous or convincing 

proposition. But if  Lewis never produces a formula so neat and reductive as Eliot’s ‘objective 

correlative’ for the art world, he nevertheless makes a good job of savaging the reputations o f his rival 

practitioners, usurping authority by violence rather than, like Eliot, by stealth.

Lewis’s hardline opposition to the Royal Academy (an emnity that lasted almost the entire 

course o f his career, saving one significant exception, at which I will be looking in some detail in a 

later chapter) provides a ready illustration of this strategy. That he should have opposed the most 

prevalent and long-standing institution for the support of the visual artists in England would seem, at 

first glance, to bely a certain distaste for the collective efforts necessary for any succesfiil professional

Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922, p. 36. For the original essay by Ezra Pound see 
‘The Serious Artist’ in The New Freewoman, 1 (Oct, 1913). Reprinted in Literary Essays o f  Ezra Pound, ed. by 
T.S. Eliot (New  York: N ew  Directions, 1968).
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project. Closer analysis, however, will show that his opposition to the Academy was in fact a core 

component o f his professionalism. The Academy was seen by the Edwardian period as a moribund 

and obsolescent institution, a product of the eighteenth century, something after the fashion o f the old 

legal and scientific societies which each in their respective fields needed to be throughly overhauled 

or replaced to meet the needs of a modernised and rationalised professional infrastructure. According 

to Larson it is part o f the challenge faced by the professional entrepreneur, ‘to open the ranks of 

traditional professional elites by direct or indirect attack upon their gatekeeping institutions.’̂  ̂ The 

Academy was the home of the traditional artists’ elite. It was also of course terminally out of 

‘fashion,’ unappealing to the artistic classes of London in whom the modernists rightly saw their best 

hopes o f a market. As such the tendency amongst visual artists in England was to dismiss the 

Academy as an embarrassing superfluity, and to establish rival assocations -  be they merely artists’ 

groups without an explicit aesthetic agenda like the Camden Town or Grafton Groups, or the more 

programmatic collective ‘movements’ like Futurism, Cubism, or Lewis’s own Vorticism. While on 

the face o f it, this would appear to be a movement toward democratisation of the field, with loose 

artists’ associations offering open membership on a meritocratic basis, they obscured a latent 

countermovement, one which Larson argues is structurally integral to the professional project.

According to Larson, the modem professions emerged out o f a double movement. She argues 

that the need for a rationalised and commodified system o f services was prompted by the rise of 

industrial capitalism on the one hand, and characterised by the generalisation of commodity exchange. 

However, in her analysis, the professions took the particular shape they did as a resuh of a reaction 

against ‘this functionally rational principle of organisation.’ This counter-current was characterised 

by protective legislation, restrictive associations and other instruments o f intervention. As well as 

attacking the bastions o f traditional privilege, the professional organisers had to reorganise their fields 

in such a way as to protect their practitioners, make respectable their practice, and guarantee their 

livelihood. Hence opposition to the Academy was a signally professional attitude, and was mounted 

as the corollary o f a radical modernising impulse. But contradictorily, the early professional 

modernisers also sought to create altemative associations for the protection o f the interests of

Margali Sarfatti Larson, The Rise o f  Professionalism, p. 10.
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individual professionals. As such, the formation o f a professional association constituted a crucial 

phase in any successfiil professional project.^’ In this light, collective and associational projects like 

the Rebel Arts Centre, the Vorticist movement, the X Group, and the two (abortive) sets o f blueprints 

for art schools concocted by Lewis and Pound in 1914 -  at which I shall be looking in more detail in a 

later chapter -  can be seen as the typical strategic maneouvres of a set of professional entrepreneurs. 

The proposals for schools in particular represent an implicit attack on the educational ethos and, more 

importantly, the accreditational powers o f institutions like the Slade and the Royal Academy, while 

simulaneously propounding an alternative -  a qualifying association in which the artistic programme 

of the early modernists would be codified and legitimised.^*

None of Lewis’s early associational projects could be described as particularly successful, 

probably because they were for the most part so drastically shortlived. Nevertheless his 

organisational energy is characteristic of a period of professional germination. And of course one of 

the motivating factors for the reorganisation o f the art world during the immediate pre-war era was the 

correlative organisation of the market for the art produced: the urban upper middle classes of London 

and the industrial cities of the North. It was to attract this market that the many groups, associations, 

colleges and movements of the time were founded. No professional monopoly had been established, 

nor would be, arguably, until the mid-1920s. There was an extraordinary pressure upon competitors. 

Successfiil practitioners had to develop their own sets o f exclusionary tactics. This meant not simply 

revising tradition, but revising through criticism the work o f their contemporaries. This was a risky 

stratagem, one which could alienate potential allies and patrons, but could alternatively pay hefty 

dividends. It was customary for critics to preface their assaults with lengthy equivocations. Lewis, 

however, disdained the custom. He was forthright, unhesitating and often offensively personal in his 

criticism of his contemporaries, making full use o f that powerful exclusionary tool in the hands of the 

professional: the accusation of amateurism. In The Caliph’s Design he does not hesitate to apply the

”  Ibid., p. 45.
The phenomenon of professionalisation cannot be understood, of course, without some reference to the 

system of art education in England, including institutions like the Slade and the South Kensington Schools, as 
well as the network of allied schools of art education (focussing on industrial and applied art) around the 
country. Unfortunately, serious analysis of this extensive and under-researched subject is beyond the scope of 
this thesis.
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term to such already recognised masters as Picasso or Matisse; though he seems more confident in 

applying it to his contemporaries in England. To fully appreciate the thrust o f these criticisms, 

however, it will first be necessary to investigate the implications o f Lewis’s very specific construction 

o f the ‘amateur,’ a figure who had come, by the time Lewis wrote The Caliph’s Design, to embody a 

complex o f cultural, economic, professional and political anxieties in English society.

A Nation of Amateurs

It is o f course crucial, in staking the terrain of any professional project, to clarify its limits. A clearly 

defined professional remit -  with a concomitant and equally specialised body of professional 

knowledge -  is essential if  some specified public are to be persuaded o f a profession’s value. It is 

impossible to read Wyndham Lewis’s art criticism (his many books, pamphlets, polemics and essays) 

without noticing his frequent pejorative use of the term ‘amateur’ in describing the art of his 

contemporaries. This could be read as a simple professional device, and such it was certainly in the 

hands o f other artist-critics and professional advocates, However, in Lewis’s case the term was also 

one, important element in the theoretical configuration upon which he structured the entire aesthetic 

and philosophical system, expounded in the books which comprise his Man o f  the World series. 

Originally conceived as a single, semi-encyclopedic volume in which this system could be enunciated, 

The Man o f  the World was eventually splintered and remodelled into a number of separate volumes: 

some close analysis of this process will be conducted in a later chapter. For now, it will be sufficient 

to observe that the anti-humanist philosophy contained therein can in fact be traced to its earliest 

manifestations in The Caliph's Design. Here he first begins to make explicit his argument in favour 

o f the professionalisation of the artist. This argument has its origins, in turn, in his treatment o f the 

amateur, and amateurism as a category, in the two volumes o f Blast, the short-lived periodical of 

which The Caliph’s Design can be understood as, in Lewis’s own formulation, a third instalment.

It is in his editorial introduction to The Caliph's Design, in the 1939 collection, Wyndham Lewis the Artist, 
that Lewis makes this claim. ‘The Caliph's Design, written just after the War, was another Blast, and it 
continued the criticism o f  Blast No. 1 and Blast No. 2.' iVLoA, p. 129.
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‘BLAST The AMATEUR’: so begins section IV of the first of the Blast Manifestoes, the 

series of erratic ‘blasts’ and blesses’ modelled on Guillaume Apollinaire’s Antitradition Futuriste (BI,  

16). Like Apollinaire’s, it is primarily an artistic manifesto, set out to declare the objectives o f a 

particular movement (Vorticism to Apollinaire’s Futurism), but, also like Apollinaire’s, Lewis’s 

artistic provocations have deliberately wider societal ramifications. It is characteristic of Lewis 

throughout his career in fact that an examination of the contemporary art world -  which is what, of 

course, Blast is -  should take in politics, industrialisation, war. All Lewis’s writing is o f this hybrid, 

capacious nature. Art functioned, for Lewis, as an indicator o f the social, philosophical, one might 

even go so far as to say moral, integrity o f its society. As such any consideration o f contemporary art 

practice became for him inevitably a social commentary or philosophical treatise on his time.''® The 

‘amateur’ in Blast can be imderstood as more, so, than simply the amateur artist, art-lover, or dealer 

(the ‘ART-PIMP’ blasted a few lines below), but the gentleman-amateur who had been such a fixture 

o f Victorian cultural life. Lewis, in his tirade against the amateur was not only staking his own 

professional terrain, but partaking in a more widely diffused air of opposition to amateurism in 

England, in the years before the First World War. Lewis, Pound and Eliot, in their repeated attacks on 

the amateur, often made use of this singularity. Pound was a relentless critic of what he thought o f as 

the amateurism o f English letters, while for Lewis the celebration of painting by amateurs was the 

subject of ongoing scorn. Primitivism and child art both came in for scrutiny, though Lewis used the 

term ‘amateurism’ very freely in discussing the work of his peers too. That the ‘Men o f 1914’ could 

so readily condemn, in their various fields, the amateurism of the English belies the truth that so many 

of their (English) readers would have agreed with them entirely. The amateur had by the Edwardian 

era become a highly suspect figure; the need for professional reform was widely felt to be of the 

highest priority. This sense o f urgency about England’s inefficiency and amateurism had been

Peter Nicholls has pointed up an intriguing community o f  interest, in this respect, between Lewis and Ruskin. 
He quotes a relevant passage from the second volume o f Modern Painters to illustrate: ‘The art o f  any country is 
the exponent o f  its social and political virtues. The art, or general productive and formative energy, o f  any 
country, is an exact exponent o f  its ethical life .’ See Peter Nicholls, ‘Ruskin’s Grotesque and the Modernism o f  
Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis,’ Ruskin and Modernism, ed. by Giovanni Cianci and Peter N icholls 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), p. 165.
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developing since the 1870s, and was simply crystallised in the critical writing of Eliot and Pound on 

literature, and Wyndham Lewis on art.

The ready, wholesale vilification of the amateur was enabled partly by a long-standing 

semantic slippage. It will here be useful -  drawing on Eliot Freidson’s close analysis o f the semantic 

history of the word ‘profession,’ and supplemented with details of the parallel emergence of the word 

‘amateur’ -  to illuminate some o f the etymological permutations o f the two apparently oppositional 

terms. The word ‘profession’ was initially used only in the sense o f a declaration, avowal, or 

expression o f intention of purpose . . . stemming from the clerical foundation of the medieval 

university.’'" It was first used to refer to an occupation in the sixteenth century, and then only to ‘the 

university-educated occupations o f divinity, law, and medicine (but not surgery) and, less commonly, 

the gentlemanly occupation o f the m i l i t a r y . T h e  ‘amateur’ appeared later, in the eighteenth century, 

imported from the French amatore, ‘to love.’ The amateur was in its earliest usages a positive word, 

describing someone who did something ‘for the love of it.’ In a sense, so, the two were not 

oppositional terms initially at all. Only later, as during the nineteenth century the new professions 

emerged, did the binarism emerge. This binaristn took two very different forms. First, in contrast to 

the leisured amateur, the ‘professional’ became suspect as someone who ‘earned money from their 

activity . . . [which] makes their motive for undertaking the activity potentially suspect and belies their 

status as “gentlemen” or men supposed to be economically independent.’'*̂ On the other hand, 

professionals could be considered the more skilled: ‘If someone works as a professional actor or 

musician rather than as an amateur, earning a living by the work, the presumption may be that, unlike 

the amateur, the person is sufficiently accomplished at the acting or playing to warrant being paid for 

it and earning a living from it . . . The amateur [in this respect] is a dabbler at a mere pastime, a 

Sunday painter; the professional is dedicated to practice and refinement o f his or her skill during the 

working days of the week and so seeks support for it. In this sense, the professional is an 

accomplished expert, a full-time specialist cultivating a particular kind o f skill or activity.’'*̂

Eliot Freidson, Professional Powers: A Studv o f  the Instiiutionalisation o f  Formal Knowledge, p. 21. 
''Mbid.,pp. 21-2.

Ibid., p. 22.
Ibid., p. 24.
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According to Freidson, it was the aim of the professional project to capitalise upon this latter 

opposition, to institutionalise and encode the skills of any given profession within some branch of 

higher learning and to persuade the public of its special benefit to society in some more than ordinary 

way. Freidson goes on to define the ‘higher’ professions as qualitatively different from the more 

prosaic occupational professions -  and attempts, in treating of the ‘agents o f institutional knowledge,’ 

to separate these more influential agents from the ‘simple’ practitioners.'*^ This may seem logical in 

distinguishing a legislative health professional as against a practising GP, but in the case o f the visual 

arts the differentiation between the art critic and the artist, as the career of Wyndham Lewis 

demonstrates, was not always so clear cut.

O f course Lewis was far from the only artist who worked in this cross-disciplinary mode, and 

ftinctioned both as a practitioner and a critic. But that under the circumstances he should have 

adopted the code of the ‘professional’ at so early a stage certainly speaks for his perspicuity. O f 

course the early twentieth century as it progressed saw the increasing diffiision of these controversial 

vocables into the discussion o f literature and the arts. Criticism of the arts followed a pattern not 

dissimilar to the one enunciated above in its usage o f the terms ‘professional’ and ‘amateur.’ It is, 

however, beyond the scope of Freidson’s study, focusing as he does upon the American experience of 

professionalisation, to contemplate its transatlantic nature. The evolution of the ‘amateur’ as a 

pejorative term in England was a very radical development indeed. So much of the art and literature 

of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries treats of commerce or capital only with the most 

fastidious hesitation, if it does not despatch with them absolutely, that this new opposition to 

amateurism in the arts -  this sudden revising of allegiance -  seems indicative o f what might be 

considered a paradigmatic shift. For professionalisation was about more than simply the 

consolidation of this or that body of professionals. As Perkin argues, it was the development of a 

social and economic ideal, and as such became a nexus of aspiration and uncertainty. Likewise 

‘amateurism,’ had become in England by the outbreak of the First World War a loaded term, 

conflated with anxieties about waste and economic power. The word ‘amateur,’ which had been at

Ibid., pp. 25-6.
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best an ambivalent term since the mid-eighteenth century, now increasingly entered the critical (and 

colloquial) lexicon as a term o f anxiety, projection and abuse.

Lewis’s animosity to the amateur was very much of its time. During the Edwardian period, 

from 1910 to 1914, attitudes to amateurism, attitudes which had been intensifying over decades, had 

reached a plateau o f hostility. The term, which had long been a feature o f economic and political 

reportage, now began to appear in essays on art, in book reviews, and in more generalised works of 

cultural criticism. Already, by 1900, a consensus was being reached amongst English thinkers and 

critics, that England had become a ‘nation of amateurs.’'*® The phrase is George Brodrick’s, from an 

essay published in 1900 in the periodical. The Nineteenth Century, it is intended broadly, taking in the 

contemporary political, military and administrative apparatuses of the English state. It reflects an 

increasingly urgent shared awareness of the general structural inefficiencies o f England on these 

systemic levels, buttressed by a lack of vocational education, and an apathy as regards political 

progress or reform. Historians and critics have pointed to a number o f possible sources for this 

mounting unease. While England was still at this time, and certainly until after the war, the foremost 

power in the world, a sequence of military', economic and social upsets did follow closely upon each 

other in the early part of the century. What’s more, these upsets seemed the result not of accident or 

contingency, but of deep-seated social mores and traditions so long-standing they had become 

institutionalised, the tradition o f the English gentleman-amateur o f liberal ideology being the source 

o f particular unease.

Comparisons with Germany -  one of England’s most potent, and certainly closest rivals in 

terms o f international markets -  abound throughout the pre-war period. Government in England is 

seen, by contrast, as ‘government by amateurs.’'*’ G.R. Searle, in a 1971 study o f the period, traces 

what he defines as a cult o f ‘national efficiency’ in English thought in the years leading up to the first 

world war. According to Searle, a discourse of efficiency and inefficiency developed around a newly

George Brodrick, ‘A Nation o f  Amateurs,’ in The Nineteenth Century: a Monthly Review, 48:284 (Oct, 1900) 
p.521.

Sidney Low, in a 1904 survey o f  the British Constitution, ‘The Governance o f  England.’ See G.R. Searle, 
The Quest fo r  National Efficiency: A Study in British Politics and Political Thought, 1899-1914  (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1971), p. 77.
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heightened social consciousness of military and economic ‘waste.’''* The Boer War, the growing 

tensions with Germany, the spate of industrial strikes in the first two decades of the twentieth century, 

had brought to the public’s attention the scale of the costs o f structural inefficiency in a modernised 

Britain. W hat’s more, this sense of cultural anxiety extended across the spectrum of Edwardian 

society. As Jonathan Rose notes, the cult o f efficiency ‘with its antonyms waste and muddle pervaded 

discussions o f imperial policy, industrial organisation, social legislation, personal hygiene, and 

religion.’’*̂  This ‘cult’ of national efficiency can be understood in conjunction with the contemporary 

vilification o f amateurism. It was of course in the interests of a more efficient use of resources 

(military, industrial, economic and human^°), more expert management, and a more professional 

national infrastructure, that the new discourse of amateurism was developing.

For professionalism is, in theory if  not always in practice, about more than the monetary 

interests of a group of practitioners. The process o f professionalisation was rendered not only 

respectable and desirable, but practically imperative, by contemporary anxieties about structural, 

occupational and systemic inefficiency and, ultimately, waste. Rationalisation, which lies at the basis 

of all professional restructuring, promises more streamlined and more efficient distribution of labour 

and of resources. The new professionalism was, moreover, in principle, meritocratic; as such it 

satisfied both a democratic social ideal and appeased anxieties about the waste o f human resources, 

about the uneven distribution of talent, and about the material and econoinic costs of structural 

inefficiency. Professionalism was one solution to the problem of national inefficiency, using 

specialist knowledge and trained skill to isolate, compartmentalise and ameliorate the ills of 

contemporary England. (This equation of professionalism and national efficiency is not unique to 

England, o f course. In the introduction to his Principles o f  Scientific Management, F.W. Taylor 

connects the question of the ‘national efficiency’ of the United States with anxieties about ‘our larger 

wastes of human effort,’ carrying on a nationwide debate on which Roosevelt himself had recently

Ibid. Searle’s focus is largely, formally ‘political’ but gives a useful overview o f  mainstream political thought 
o f  the period.

Jonathan Rose, The Edwardian Temperament, 7595-/979  (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1985), p. 117.
Talk o f  the ‘human resource’ can be traced to this period and as such seems, in retrospect, and in its closeness 

to the discourse o f  eugenics, chilling.
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spoken.^’) That the greatest agitators against the culture of amateurism, in favour o f national 

efficiency, were generally themselves professional sociologists, historians, economists and, in the case 

o f F.W. Taylor, mechanical engineers -  i.e. themselves best situated to profit by a societal shift in 

favour o f the professional ideal -  might make their claims appear rather suspect. But it did not make 

their rhetoric any less potent. The denunciation of England’s amateurism, and the proposal o f a 

professional solution, had acquired (in the face of labour unrest, international crisis, and perceived 

economic decline) an irresistible appeal.

By the outbreak of the First World War, then, the ‘amateur’ had come to embody a complex 

o f cultural tensions. England, it was generally agreed, was being outstripped as a global industrial 

superpower. Moreover, and more verifiably, she was threatened militarily. There is discernible in the 

textual output o f the period a distinct sense of national anxiety. (This sense o f crisis was readily 

incorporated into the historical record: up until quite recently accounts of the first decades of the 

twentieth century in England were dominated by the narrative of unremitting economic decline. 

Already in the first decades o f the twentieth century economists, sociologists and intellectuals were 

beginning to document what was seen as a systemic failure of organisation on a national level in 

England. Different schools of thought have isolated infrastructural shortcomings in the military, the 

educational and the administrative sectors of late Victorian society^^ -  but it is most importantly the 

decline o f Britain as the foremost industrial producer and exporter in the world, a decline to which of 

course these many subsidiary failures contributed, that led to the many enduring narratives of decline 

and desiccation first articulated in Edwardian England. These narratives are united by a number of 

now well-rehearsed contentions. It is generally agreed by traditionalist historians, for instance, that 

the industrial infrastructure of Britain, much of it dating from the period of expansion between the 

1780s and the 1830s, was by the late nineteenth century on the verge of obsolescence, but an

F.W. Taylor, The Principles o f  Scientific Management and Shop Management (London: Routledge/Thoemmes 
Press, 1993), p. 5.

The traditional narrative o f  England’s economic decline can be easily traced. The most polemical statement 
o f the case is made by Correlli Barnett, whose four-part Decline and Fall sequence posits the period from the 
1850s to the 1970s as a succession o f  failures to exploit England’s monumental industrial advantages. See, 
most relevantly in this instance, Correlli Barnett, The Collapse o f  British Power {1912\ London: Macmillan, 
2002). For a more balanced version o f  the traditionalist account of Britain’s decline, see Francois Crouzet, The 
Victorian Economy, transl. by A.S. Forster (London: Routledge, 1982).

Most modem historians have been willing to figure 1851, the year o f  the Great Exhibition in London, as the 
high-watermark o f  the Victorian economy.
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unenlightened management steadfastly refused to invest in new plant. Ageing, generally small-scale 

factories were moreover manifestly unsuitable for the sort of mass manufacturing technologies being 

implemented as part o f the wholesale, programmatic industrial expansion o f competitors like 

Germany and the US. Again in contrast to those o f its competitors, the leaders o f British industry 

invested little in research and design. Development was hampered by an antiquated and 

disproportionately powerful network of trade unions, an iniquitous and class-indexed education 

system, and the (peculiarly Edwardian) menace o f ‘third generation management’ -  the perceived 

dissipation of the industrial spirit through the inheritance o f power by Oxford- or Cambridge-educated 

sons o f industrialists, trained to a pseudo-aristocratic worldview which regarded industry and 

commerce as ungentlemanly or vulgar pursuits.^'' According to traditional accounts, a decidedly anti

commercial apostasy o f the amateur, coupled with a hidebound institutional framework, worked to 

corrupt and dispel the previously vigorous industrial drive during the late-Victorian era -  the era, from 

the 1870s onward, which suffers such castigation at the hands o f Lewis and his co-contributors to 

Blast. Already in the first decades o f the century, intellectuals were warning that this anti-industrial 

orthodoxy was in danger of costing England her competitiveness, her prestige and her global 

economic and political pre-eminence.

England’s economic and political status is o f course a major, if indirect, focus of particularly 

the first volume o f Blast. Here Lewis’s at times erratic catalogue of blasts and blesses coalesce, upon 

a close reading, into the schematics o f a distinct programme for reform, not only o f a native English 

art tradition, but of England as an economic power and industrial force. In the second Manifesto 

Lewis ‘blesses’ England ‘FOR ITS SHIPS which switchboard on Blue, Green and Red SEAS all 

around the PINK EARTH-BALL’ (57, 22). He blesses ‘the great PORTS: HULL, LIVERPOOL,

This account has in the last two decades been extensively revised, with the notion o f  ‘third-generation 
management’ being brought under particularly close scrutiny. See for instance Michael Dintenfass, ‘Converging 
Accounts, Misleading Metaphors and Persistent Doubts: Reflections on the Historiography o f  Britain’s Decline’ 
in The British Industrial Decline, ed. by Jean-Pierre Dormois and Michael Dintenfass (London: Routledge, 
1999), pp. 7-26. The proposed revisions to the historical record are, however, for the most part only as to the 
extent o f  Britain’s decline. That Britain was undergoing decline is not in question, only whether that decline 
should be seen as relative rather than absolute. What is more significant for the present analysis, however, is the 
fact that the now-contested, traditionalist account o f  decline was already gaining currency in the first decades o f  
the twentieth century, propagated by a host o f  intellectuals across a number o f  disciplines. The disinterest o f  the 
emergent professional critics o f  this period in their various diagnoses o f  England’s decline would make for a 
lively historical subject, but one which is unfortunately beyond the scope o f  this study.
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LONDON, NEWCASTLE-ON-TYNE, BRISTOL, GLASGOW’ {Bl, 23).^  ̂ Finally he praises 

England as an ‘industrial island machine, pyramidal workshop, its apex at Shetland, discharging itself 

on the sea’ {Bl, 23-4). He is arguing for England’s revival as an industrial, imperial power, 

exporting its manufacturing produce ‘around the PINK EARTH-BALL.’ Vorticism will reflect and 

reinforce the might of this reformed ‘island machine.’ ‘The Modem World is due almost entirely to 

Anglo-Saxon genius’ {Bl, 39). It is an artistic outlet for this genius which Lewis is proposing, with 

Vorticism, to provide. But the very shrilhiess with which the pre-eminence and power of England is 

proclaimed seems to belie a certain apprehension. ‘WE WHISPER IN YOUR EAR A GREAT 

SECRET’ writes Lewis, with what seems too emphatic a protest; ‘LONDON IS NOT A 

PROVINCIAL TOWN’ {Bl, 19). By the publication of the second volume, in July 1915, this cultural 

anxiety had become only more pronounced. Lewis’s ‘War Notes’ here are not the simple, 

unambiguous pieces of cultural chauvinism common in England during the war. Lewis was a more 

nuanced -  and, importantly, more equivocal -  critic than most. Having spent time studying and 

painting in Germany in 1907 and 1908, he had developed a real sensitivity for German culture, and 

more significantly in Lewis’s case an appreciation of the German contribution to the modem 

movement in art. His treatment of Germany, as such, is careful: ‘unofficial Germany,’ he argues, ‘has 

done more for the movement that this paper was founded to propagate, and for all branches of 

contemporary activity in Science and Art, than any other country. It would be the absurdest 

ingratitude on the part of artists to forget this. However, he argues, that of the two figures, ‘our 

Genial and Realistic Barbarians on the one side, and the Champions of melodramatic philosophy, on 

the other, we dispassionately prefer our own side! ’ {B2, 5-6).

This is far from the Junker rhetoric of the dailies. But England was at war. Lewis was 

himself bom in Canada, and remained attached to a certain rhetoric of ‘Americanism’ throughout his 

life, but as the champion of an outspokenly ‘national’ art movement, he had thrown in his fortunes 

with England. As Paul Peppis argues in his recent study of the periodicals of the era. Blast thus 

acquires the anomalous position of an anti-statist avant-garde periodical, committed to official

It is notable that the ports listed here are those more prominent for their industrial than their naval use. 
Portsmouth, the great port o f  the British Navy, is not included.
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nationalism and the imperial project. Vorticism was aligned with a number of revolutionary 

movements: in Blast, allegiance is claimed to the suffragettes, the striking trade unions, the Imagists 

and the ‘literary impressionists,’ amongst others. However, Peppis argues that in Blast, Lewis, in 

envisioning a programme for national reform, falls into the trap of conflating ‘supposed national 

English characteristics . . . [with] certain statist modes of British prestige, namely the navy, industry, 

and e m p i r e . C e r t a i n l y  in the Blast manifestos Lewis does sound at moments, for an avant-garde 

and ‘revolutionary’ artist, surprisingly like an official spokesperson for the national interest. 

Nevertheless, there is a long lineage o f English critics and thinkers, many of them self-proclaimed 

‘radicals,’ for whom the ‘national interest’ was a matter of the foremost importance. As such, one 

unlikely forefather o f Blast can be found in the figure of Matthew Arnold, who was appointed an 

inspector o f schools in 1851, and was despatched to the continent on two separate observation 

missions (as part o f the Newcastle Exhibition of 1859 and the Taunton Commission o f 1865, 

respectively). The reports he produced constitute two singularly outspoken attacks on the education 

system of England, whose middle classes he argued were ‘nearly the worst educated in the world. 

He criticised the disorganised, voluntary secondary system in place in England, commending by 

contrast the official, nationally structured and technically-orientated schools o f Germany, Switzerland 

and France, isolating for particular praise the German Realgymnasium. Arnold’s is one of earliest 

attacks on the perceived systemic inefficiency of Victorian England, and his reports are of^en cited as 

early, prophetic denunciations of the main failures of England’s industrial and educational policies.^* 

Comparisons like Arnold’s with the developing German societal model were to be 

perpetuated again and again in the coming decades, as England’s rival continued at high speed to 

reform its social and educational infrastructures, tailoring its legislation to the needs o f a modernised 

and streamlined industrial sector which could perform competitively on a global scale. By the turn 

o f the century, it was no longer simply lone critics like Matthew Arnold who were expressing

Paul Peppis Literature, Politics and the English Avant-Garde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), p. 89.

Matthew Arnold, The Popular Education o f  France, with Notices o f  that o f  Holland and Switzerland 
(London: Longman, Green, Longman & Roberts, 1861), p. 75

For an overview of educational policy, and its shortcomings, in modem England, see Michael Sanderson, 
Education and Economic Decline in Britain, 1870 to the 1990s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999).
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anxieties about England’s obsolescent infrastructure. Technical training was rare and disorganised; 

talented graduates were discouraged from entering industry. For those who did, the industries were 

unmodemised, without professional management, and often being nominally led by amateur 

Directors. These structural deficiencies in education, in investment and in management -  so the 

traditional historical account goes -  led in the early twentieth century to a real disparity in industrial 

output between England and her competitors. Apprehensions about the newly corporatised industrial 

sector in the US, where mass-production was beginning to take place on a scale inconceivable in a 

country like England, had exacerbated this sense of competitive threat long before the events of the 

first decade of the twentieth century. The cult of efficiency was a defence against a perceived threat 

to many long-standing traditions o f English life. Whatever the political allegiance o f Blast -  and 

certainly Blast aligns itself with many of the revolutionary movements and organisations of the time -  

the sort o f amateur complacency with which Britain had been for many years stricken was no longer 

acceptable. By the Edwardian period, and amidst the social and ideological turmoil of those years, the 

survival o f Britain as a global economic power had gained a sense o f immediate urgency. A complex 

of anxieties had developed and centred around the concept of the amateur. Blast, with its militancy, 

its haste, its officiousness, can be read as a manifestation of this sense o f impending crisis. In the 

calmer and more optimistic climate of the immediate post-war period. The Caliph’s Design continued 

the conversation, providing, against Blast's chaotic reactivity, a more measured and constructive 

response. This measured optimism was not to last; but the conclusions to which Lewis is brought in 

the pamphlet were to inform the more chaotic and virulent social and aesthetic criticism of the later 

1920s, in particular his contempt for the amateur.

An Amateur Carpenter

One of the crucial factors, then, in the early twentieth-century establishment of a discourse of 

‘amateurism’ was an appeal to the public good. The dangers of inefficiency and mismanagement 

were portrayed not simply as equations of profit and loss. They were figured instead, insistently, as 

potential threats to the body politic itself ‘National efficiency’ encompassed anxieties about -  in

47



Rose’s words -  ‘imperial policy, industrial organisation, social legislation, personal hygiene, and 

religion.’ To all of these systemic structures, amateurism posed a threat. This is a key discursive 

mechanism in the self-justificatory programme of the professional. The service he can provide 

society is his raison d ’etre. It is the business o f the professional, after all, not to serve the individual 

client as customer, nor simply even to serve the public as a mass, but instead to serve the profession 

itself -  or in the case o f professionals like Lewis, the art -  the profession or the art being, under the 

ideal circumstances, already established as serving the public interest. That these ideal circumstances 

are rarely attained in any field does not make them any the less subject to the aspirations of 

professional advocates across the board. In fact, if anything, this very unattainability only makes 

professional advocacy the more strident. It is in these terms that Lewis’s at first confusing address, 

throughout The Caliph’s Design, to a wide and ‘not necessarily specialist’ public can be best 

understood. He is not, he claims, speaking to his peers, but to the public they have, in his opinion, 

failed to serve. That the language, argument and structure of The Caliph’s Design are esoteric, 

inaccessible and abstruse does not seem to occur to him. Nor does the tortuousness of the argument, 

by which he seeks to justify his work as a professional with the public interest at heart.

It is the job of the architect, in Lewis’s parable, and by extension the job o f the artist himself, 

to stimulate ‘The life o f the crowd, o f the common or garden man.’ It is the architect’s job to create a 

great rhetoric of delight and reward in his work, because the exteriors he designs will be internalised 

and made manifest in the behaviour o f this ‘common or garden man,’ who ‘in a sense, is the houses, 

the raihngs, the bunting or absence of bunting. His beauty and justification is in a superficial exterior 

life. His health is there.’ That this is deeply condescending would not have been so evident to Lewis 

as it seems to later generations. More sinisterly, Lewis talks o f the ‘imagination o f the multitude’ 

being ‘captured and fixed’: dullness, he warns, is hardly likely to stimulate the crowd to ‘obedience.’ 

Still, it is the public interest which he is trying to serve. ‘Life, full life, is lived through the fancy, the 

senses, consciousness.’ It is the ultimate object of art, he claims, "to increase gusto and belief in that 

life' (TCsD, 28-31). Lewis claims that an aesthetic overhaul of the built environment -  and of the 

professional bodies responsible for producing it, the architects, the planners, the civil engineers -  is 

required, in order to better the quality of life for the public. According to Lewis, this aesthetic
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imperative is the professional jurisdiction of the artist: if a ‘New Arena’ is called for, it is one 

designed in consultation with ‘the Painter’ {TCsD, 11). This is the crux of the pamphlet. The 

Caliph’s Design elucidates a problem of extreme urgency, a post-war crisis in art but also a crisis of 

modem malaise (the latter being in Lewis’s terms a corollary of the former). To resolve this problem, 

Lewis maintains, ‘‘You must get Painting, Sculpture, and Design out o f  the studio and into life 

somehow or other' {TCsD, 12). This '’somehow or other' is typically inconclusive. What Lewis was 

proposing -  that art be treated as in some way a public good -  has since become a standard 

component o f the argument for arts funding. However, in 1919, it was still a difficult proposition to 

frame. Lewis is simply enacting the often painful contortions required in the ideological self- 

fashioning o f the advance-guard professional elite. This is as true o f his cohorts’ criticism as it is of 

his own. Pound’s brandished scalpel, in ‘The Serious Artist,’ seems over-emphatic, self-conscious. It 

would be left to a later generation to fully internalise and integrate the professional ethic within the 

practice of the artist.

Nevertheless, Lewis’s efforts are valiant. He goes to great lengths in The Caliph’s Design to 

stake his professional terrain, and risks creatii\g many enemies. To single out for criticism, as a 

painter and not simply as an art critic or academic, in 1919 at the height o f their early twentieth- 

centiuy esteem, Picasso, Matisse and Derain, seems a particularly fearless, not to say foolhardy, 

stratagem. All three were even in 1919 received masters of the ‘Modem Movement’ in painting. 

They were Lewis’s European rivals. It is striking in particular that he should have chosen to single 

out Picasso for criticism, given Picasso’s status even at the time as one of the foremost practitioners of 

the high European modernism of which Lewis still considered himself an advocate. The 

consequences of the choice for his subsequent career as a painter have never been gauged. Aligning 

himself against Picasso was of course just one in a long sequence o f Lewis’s ill-judged critical 

strategies. It is almost unanimously agreed amongst scholars o f Lewis’s work that his support of 

Adolf Hitler in the early 1930s -  and in particular his publication o f Hitler in 1931 -  constituted, not a 

considered political commitment, but an erratic and irresponsible lapse in judgement, one whose 

repercussions have cost him the reputation of a modemist master as well as a place in the canon. A 

number o f critics hold that his bitter feud with Roger Fry and the Bloomsbury group has also
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contributed to his continuing neglect.^^ His criticism  o f Joyce earned him extensive treatment in 

Finnegans Wake'’̂ ; his hostility to Hemingway was likewise, and savagely, avenged in a single 

sentence o f Hem ingway’s autobiography.*' But it would seem that it has been overlooked that his 

continuing criticism o f Picasso -  from the first volume o f Blast onward -  put him at odds w ith the 

mainstream o f  modernist art in continental Europe and cut him o ff from a viable, thriving market for 

the sort o f art he was to continue producing, and struggling to sell, in England for almost the rest o f 

his life.

O f course Lewis was constitutionally cranky. Throughout his career he formulated his 

philosophical positions in opposition to what was popular. Furthermore it is possible that, in the case 

o f  his particularly sustained attack upon Picasso, he was motivated by more than a little professional 

jealousy. Picasso was already established, by 1919, as the enfant terrible o f  the continental art world, 

a position which, it would raise few dissenting voices to suppose, Lewis may have coveted. But while 

this may be true, there is more to his criticisms than merely the venting o f  professional spite. Lewis’s 

criticisms o f  Picasso were consistent and unrelenting over a number o f  years, and centred -  like his 

criticism  o f Fry and the Post-Impressionists -  on what he thought o f  as P icasso’s amateurism. It is not 

a verdict Lewis came to lightly. In ‘Futurism, M agic and Life,’ one o f the ‘Vortices and N otes’ with 

which Lewis concludes his contribution to the first volume o f Blast, he argues that ‘Picasso has 

proved him self lately too amateurish a carpenter’ {BI,  135). Lew is’s judgem ent is here still a hesitant 

one. P icasso’s reputation was already, even by 1914, formidable. Moreover, Lewis recognised his

Lewis himself seems to have believed that his feud with Bloomsbury had cost him materially in terms of the 
neglect he had suffered as a result. See for instance his introduction for the catalogue of his 1949 retrospective 
exhibition at the Redfem Gallery, 5-28 May, 1949: ‘As to the “long conspiracy of silence” . . .  that no book 
exists with reproductions of my work (where there are so many such books), that the considerable body of work, 
collected through the enterprise of this gallery, here seen for the first time, should have remained unknown for 
so long . . .  the “conspiracy” dates from 1913 [the year of the round robin].. . from that time in fact that I 
hustled the cultural Britannia, stepping up that cautious pace with which she prefers to advance. Apart from 
anything else, for that one is never forgiven.’ See WLoA, p. 450.

Lewis is transfigured as ‘wind hound loose’ in Finnegans Wake, while Time and Western Man (in which 
Lewis had mounted his attack on Ulysses) becomes "Spice and Westend Women.’ James Joyce, Finnegans 
Wake, pp. 471 & 252. For a full account of the intertextual dialogue between Lewis and Joyce, see Scott W. 
Klein, The Fictions ofJames Joyce and Wyndham Lewis: Monsters o f Nature and Design (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994). Of course to be mentioned, even adversely, in a book such as Finnegans 
Wake might seem rather an honour than an insult.

Hemingway wrote of his first meeting, in Paris, with Lewis, ‘I do not think I have ever seen a nastier-looking 
man ..  . Under a black hat, when I had first seen them, the eyes were those of an unsuccessful rapist.’ See 
Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast (1964; London: Vintage, 2000), p. 97.
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talent, his technical skill, his ‘ability.’ ‘There is nothing,’ writes Lewis, ‘with regard to technical 

achievement, that [Picasso] cannot do’ {TCsD, 124). But if it is not lack o f talent, dexterity or 

technical skill, what precisely is it that Lewis means when he talks of ‘amateurism’ in art? He does 

not pursue this line o f inquiry any further in Blasf, it is not until publication of The Caliph's Design 

that Lewis’s misgivings about the paintings of Picasso are given full expression. It is here, also, and 

not coincidentally, that the arguments beginning to take shape in the first two volumes o f Blast about 

‘amateurism,’ the salon-system, the dilettante, become more clear. On the very first page of his 

preface, Lewis writes that although ‘Picasso, Matisse, Derain, Balia, for example, are very 

considerable artists,’ still the ‘spirit’ of the Cubist movement ‘is an almost purely Art-for-Art’s sake 

dilettantism’ (TCsD, 9). This dilettantism is the subject of the pamphlet, and Picasso comes in for 

particular reproval. For though Lewis is at all times cautious, praising Picasso’s ability and vigour, 

one of the aims of the pamphlet is to question Picasso’s influence and to deflate his already 

considerable reputation. Certainly it would be difficult to argue that Lewis’s motives in constructing 

these criticisms were entirely free o f professional rivalry, but this does not mean all the same that the 

matter of his criticisms should be simply dismissed out of hand. Picasso occupied a position as a 

figurehead o f the continental art world, the prodigy of the ‘modem movement,’ and as such for Lewis 

had contracted certain obligations. It was thus as more than a painter that Lewis attacked him; for it 

was in his discharging of these supra-occupational obligations that Lewis thought he behaved without 

the requisite consideration. O f course Lewis’s criticisms are presented as art critical analyses of 

Picasso’s paintings, but the terms of his critique extend well beyond the limits of the canvas. His 

critique of Picasso in the pamphlet in fact sets in place some of the arguments which will develop to 

form the political philosophy laid out in The Art o f Being Ruled, and as such are worth examining in 

detail.

A large proportion of the pamphlet is given to a review o f what Lewis calls ‘studio art.’ By 

this rather amorphous and indeterminate categorisation is meant, apparently, the paintings then being 

produced within the studios o f Paris and London: Lewis hereby groups together movements as 

disparate as the Cubism of the School of Paris, the contemporary revival o f French neoclassicism, and 

the paintings of the Post-Impressionists of Bloomsbury. In Lewis’s analysis, they are all united in a
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sort o f self-perpetuating and corrupt ‘studio game,’ a dubious collusion between artists, critics and the 

Parisian dealers.^^ There are certainly connections between these many tendencies, but Lewis’s 

attempts to despatch them with one scathing, hyperbolic thesis fall short. His focal vision of an 

enlightened, Vorticist Caliphate, while interesting as an English contribution to contemporaneous 

debates about modernist architecture,*^ simply does not answer to the artistic dilemmas set out in the 

remainder o f the pamphlet. In The Art o f  Being Ruled and his other books of the later 1920s, the 

hypothesis about amateurism and decline will begin to acquire more force, backed by a more 

thorough overview of market realities, and incorporated into the wide-ranging philosophical 

framework o f The Man o f  the World. In The Caliph’s Design, the groundwork for the later thesis is 

laid, but his power to fuse his argument seems at this stage to have been insufficiently developed. 

This is the pamphlet’s biggest weakness, for individually his criticisms are more often than not 

incisive and illuminating. He revives here, for instance, his earlier criticisms of the "natures-mortes' 

of the late phase o f Cubism. Here, however, he goes further than he did in Blast. In The Caliph’s 

Design, the unsatisfactory development of ‘a group of cubist painters, Picasso, Braque, and Gris’ is 

attributed to a too-narrow focus on the ‘debris’ of their studios. They have become, he argues, in their 

devotion to their mandolins, their bowls of apples, ‘the roofs seen from [the] garret-studio,’ fatally 

indifferent to the outside world. As such, it is not with their technique that Lewis takes issue: it is 

with their scope. ‘Braque and Picasso have changed, indeed, the form-content before them, and with 

which they have dealt. Witness their little Nature-morte concoctions. But it has only been the debris 

of their rooms. Had they devoted as much o f their attention to changing our common life, in every 

way not only the bigger, but the more vital and vivid game, they would have been finer and more 

useftil figures’ {TCsD, 119). This is clearly a criticism of the insularity o f the Analytical Cubists, 

Braque, Picasso, and their many followers. For Lewis their work is inconsequential, lacking ‘life’ 

(morte), and as such, in the logic of the pamphlet, serving no public good. Braque and Picasso, in

Here Lewis demonstrates that susceptibility to conspiracy theorising which would resurface again and again 
in his criticism, with some disastrous results.

Paul Edwards aligns Lewis with that strand of contemporary Modemism which saw architecture as a potential 
field of innovation, alongside Le Corbusier who was already envisaging schemes for rebuilding Paris, for 
example Une Ville Contemporaine (1921-22). Edwards calls Lewis’s ‘the ghost of an English contribution’ to 
this movement: no reference is made to The Caliph's Design by the belated Modernist architects of the 1930s. 
See Paul Edward’s ‘Afterword,’ TCsD, p. 150.
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their most recent work at any rate, are dismissed precisely as non-professionals. For Lewis, the 

cultivation of the aesthetic of private life, the focus of artists like Picasso on the accoutrements of 

domesticity, are the hallmarks of a gifted amateur. Since it is, for Lewis, essential to the survival of 

the canon o f Western artistic standards that practising artists contrive to "get Painting, Sculpture, and 

Design out o f  the studio and into life somehow or other,' this art of the ‘studio’ is to be 

wholeheartedly derided.

Lewis goes further, however. In his chapter on ‘Picasso,’ Lewis finally gives vent to his 

reservations about this ‘ablest’ of painters. Having summarised broadly, and equably, the phases of 

Picasso’s career to date, and having carefully reiterated his praise of Picasso’s undeniable virtuosity, 

Lewis finally agrees to ‘splitarse.’ Picasso, he claims, is an executant rather than a composer. His 

genius is something akin to Charlie Chaplin, that of ‘a gnome-like child . . . with all the shallowness 

o f a very apt, facile, and fanciful child, and the miraculous skill you might expect in an exquisitely 

trained Bambino.’ The criticism is pointed, for Lewis is here pointing up a recent (and now rather 

embarrassing) fashion in the art worlds of Paris and London for children’s art. For Lewis this 

tendency was extremely dispiriting. He goes on to quote from an interview with Picasso published 

earlier that year in the Weekly Dispatch. Picasso was asked for his impressions of London. The artist 

confessed to ‘a thrill o f  joy on discovering a pavement artist. “This good man kneU down and drew in 

coloured chalks on the stone. I assure you, they were admirable’” (TCsD, 134). Picasso’s willingness 

to allow the untrained and non-specialist painter the status of an artist is for Lewis simply another 

demonstration o f the decline of artistic standards. That the relinquishment of the canon of art is being 

administered and overseen by practising and sometimes talented artists, by the specialists of the 

profession, seems to be of particular chagrin for Lewis. His vitriol about the ‘game’ which modem art 

has become is in fact the bitterness of a deeply held personal conviction.

hi Lewis’s analysis, this relish of the modem artist for the untrained, the ‘unartistic,’ is a 

dangerous aberration. The cult of the child, the ‘Naif,’ which manifests itself in the vogue for 

children’s paintings and what would now be called ‘outsider art,’ is a regular subject o f Lewis’s 

criticism, and bears closer examination. Common to the many spokespersons for these new branches 

o f art was a tendency to foreground the work of the instincts in the execution and interpretation of
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painting. The instinctive grasp o f a child for the rudiments o f pure form was the ideal toward which 

this formalist theorising strove. Desmond MacCarthy, in his introduction to the Post-Impressionist 

exhibition o f 1910, gave an early statement of precisely this argument in justification of the work of 

Cezanne, Matisse and Gauguin. ‘Primitive art,’ MacCarthy argues, ‘like the art o f children, ‘consists 

not so much in an attempt to represent what the eye perceives, as to put a line round a mental 

conception o f the object. Like the work o f the primitive artist, the pictures children draw are often 

extraordinarily expressive.’ The ‘accumulation of skill’ is what destroys this expressiveness; and it is, 

so, with the objective o f unloading and simplifying, o f approaching the expressiveness of the child or 

the ‘primitive,’ that Post-Impressionist experiment is undertaken.*^ Lewis could never stomach this 

line of reasoning. His distaste for the art o f the ‘bambino’ was more than simply a personal 

predilection; it was a philosophical principle. For Lewis the widening o f participation in the arts -  

this democratising of the painter’s profession so as to include under the name of ‘art’ the drawings of 

children -  was a real threat to what he thought of as the austere standard o f the western artistic 

tradition. It is in pursuit of this argument that he proposes what seems now a curious conflation: ‘If 

we intend thoroughly to pursue out Pablo into the deplorable comer into which his agile genius has 

led him, and others with him, we cannot do better than marry him, in our minds, for the moment, to 

the erudite form of Mr Roger Fry’ (TCsD, 131).

Blasting Bloomsbury

This proposed union is unexpected. Given Lewis’s bitter and ongoing feud with Fry and the painters 

associated with him, it seems incongruous that he should be prepared to place Fry on a level with 

someone so pre-eminent as Picasso. Fry and his associates receive barely a mention in Blast. But by 

1919, it would appear that Lewis had come to think o f them as a more significant foe than he had

^  The Bloomsbury Group: A Collection o f  Memories, Commentary and Criticism, ed. by S.P. Rosenbaum, p.
101. This formulation was pivotal to the Bloomsbury aesthetic, and would be repeated by Fry and Bell again 
and again. For instance in ‘The Art o f the Bushmen,’ a 1910 essay. Fry collates child art with the art of an 
African tribe, arguing that ‘In a child’s drawing we find a number o f forms which have scarcely any reference to 
actual appearances, but which directly symbolise the most significant concepts o f the thing being represented.’ 
See Roger Fry, Vision and Design (1920; New York: Dover Publications, 1998), p. 60.
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previously allowed. Before 1919 it would appear Lewis felt confident that the best weapon he had 

against his ‘enemies’ was indifference. And of course in the immediate pre-war period, Lewis’s was 

the more noticeable equipment: for a brief period between the rapturous reception given his canvas, 

Kermesse, in 1912, and the outbreak of the First World War, Lewis had, alongside Pound, Eliot and 

Joyce, enjoyed a patch of considerable prestige. From that pinnacle -  heading the Vorticist movement 

and the Rebel Arts Centre, editing Blast and able to command very high-end, desirable commissions 

like that for the Countess o f Drogheda in 1913 -  the ‘Bloomsberries’ must have seemed a fairly 

negligible opposition. Grant and Bell had attained some limited celebrity; the Omega Workshops 

were active; Lytton Strachey had published Eminent Victorians. These were not inconsiderable 

achievements, certainly. Still, there was little to indicate the spectacular cultural dominance which the 

Bloomsbury group would attain in the post-war era. Lewis’s sangfroid seems, in retrospect, ill- 

judged.

In ‘A Review of Contemporary Art,’ for instance, one of the essays by Lewis included in the 

second volume of Blast (the War Number produced in July 1915), he attempts an outline o f the 

landscape o f contemporary art in Europe. In his analysis, he claims that ‘there have grown up three 

distinct groups o f artists in Europe’: Cubism, Futurism and Expressionism, which he sees exemplified 

in the painting o f Kandinsky {Bl,  39). The existing English movement, Post-Impressionism (a term 

which, following the example of critics like Lewis, has largely dropped from the lexicon o f art 

history, but which in 1915 was widely used to describe the considerable body of painters surrounding 

Fry, Grant and Bell^^), is not mentioned. Lewis still, at this stage, considered its practitioners below 

his notice. It is a policy which can be traced throughout his writing at this point. For example, 

nowhere in his criticism, before publication of the first volume of The Tyro in 1921, is any mention

Charles Harrison pinpoints the two Post-Impressionist exhibitions as the nexus o f  a brief sense o f  a shared 
artistic mission amongst young English painters: ‘During the three years from November 1910 to October 1913 
those who felt they belonged with the progressive minority were drawn together . . .  by the sense o f  a need for 
fellowship against the roused forces o f  reaction. The first Post-Impressionist exhibition provided a flag to rally 
round. Between late 1910 and autumn 1913 no young modem artist in England minded being called a Post- 
Impressionist.’ Charles Harrison, English Art and Modernism, 1900-1939  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1994), pp. 84-5.
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made of Duncan G ra n t,th o u g h  Grant’s reputation -  however deserved -  as an English painter at the 

forefront of the modem movement should have made him, for Lewis, a considerable rival. That 

Grant’s gifts as a painter were mixed is now generally agreed, though the same could be said of many 

of Lewis’s more regular subjects -  and has been said, o f course, o f Lewis himself. O f Roger Fry, 

Lewis does, admittedly, take more notice, all of it, however, negative. He will not suffer Fry’s critical 

terminology: towards concepts like ‘Post-Impressionism’ or ‘significant form’ he maintains a policy 

of outright intolerance. With Blast, Lewis was o f course aiming to establish and publicise a native 

English art movement o f his own. Nevertheless, his attempts in the magazine to suppress Fry’s rival 

‘school’ of English painting, his refusal to name it, are particularly striking, considering the recent 

schism in the English art world which Lewis himself had instigated. The painters and writers who 

formed the centre o f the Bloomsbury circle receive nothing like the sort o f vilification one might 

expect in a journal of Lewis’s. ‘Clan Strachey’ is one o f the fifty four subjects o f the final, rather 

diffuse, blast o f the first volume {Bl, 21).®̂  Fry himself is mentioned only once in either volume. 

Lewis refers to the Omega Workshops in the first volume once, incidentally, by way of his critique of 

Matisse and Picasso’s "natures-mortes,' the exquisitely tasteful arrangement o f which he sees as the 

product o f ‘a dead and unfruitfiil tendency . . . too inactive and uninventive for our northern climates . 

. . The most abject, anaemic, and amateurish manifestation of this Matisse “ decorativeness,” or 

Picasso deadness and bland arrangement, could no doubt be found (if that were necessary or served 

any useful purpose) in Mr. Fry’s curtain and pincushion factory in Fitzroy Square’ {Bl, 41).

The Omega Workshops are mentioned again (though still not named) in the second volume, 

in an aside about a category o f artist which Lewis refers to as ‘The “Decorative” (as examples, the 

sort of artist spirit that animates the Jugend, Rhythm, Mr. Roger Fry’s little belated Morris movement) 

. . . who substitutes a banal and obvious human logic for the co-ordination and architectures that the 

infinite forces o f Nature bring about. These exterior “arrangers,” not living their work, have not even 

the reflected life that the photographer can claim’ {B2, 46). He does not consider Fry, the Omega

^  In ‘Roger Fry’s Role as Continental Mediator,’ Grant is referred to as the ‘darling star-performer o f  Roger Fry 
and Clive Bell. The Tyro, Vol 1, ed. by Wyndham Lewis (London; The Egoist Press, 1921), p. 3.

‘Clan Strachey’ figures more than three-quarters o f  the way down this inventory o f  more or less casual 
dislikes, alongside such inconsequentialities as ‘Codliver Oil,’ so it can hardly be considered a very pointed 
criticism.
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Workshops, or the Grafton Group (to which Fry, Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell belonged) worthy of 

any more extensive treatment. None o f them receive even a single blast. And they are not mentioned 

again until The Caliph’s Design, when Lewis will propose his surprising conflation. The departure in 

his treatment of Bloomsbury is immediately discernible. He treats the by-then defunct Omega 

Workshops with a level of urgency which belies his awareness of his rivals’ growing power: ‘Now all 

the colour-matching, match-box-making, dressmaking, chair-painting-game, carried on in a spirit of 

distinguished amateurish gallantry and refinement at the Omega workshops, before that institution 

became extinct, was really precisely the same thing, only conducted with less vigour and intelligence, 

as the burst of abstract nature-mortism which has marked the last phase of the Cubist, or Braquish, 

movement in Paris . . . Both equally are the opposite pole to the credence or intensity of art.’®* The 

tone is similar to that with which Lewis dismissed ‘Mr Fry’s curtain and pincushion factory’ in Blast. 

However, the workshops are allowed a name this time around, and bracketed with the school of Paris. 

His adversaries can no longer be so cavalierly dismissed.

By the time he came to write The Caliph’s Design, the artists and critics o f Bloomsbury had 

risen to positions o f distinctly more prominent power in the English art world. Fry and Bell together 

dominated the art discourse of the inter-war period in England: it was in 1914 that Bell coined the 

term, ‘significant form,’ which was to dominate thinking about art in England for more than a decade. 

In a wider sense, too, Bloomsbury were acquiring influence. Virginia W oolf had published two 

novels, and that year she would publish her experimental short story-essay, ‘The Mark on the Wall.’ 

Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria had been published and achieved astonishing success. Roger Fry 

was celebrated as an art critic (he would publish Vision and Design in 1920, based upon the many 

essays he had published in periodicals and newspapers since 1910) and even more as a popular 

speaker on the subject o f the modem movement in painting. John Maynard Keynes, following his 

experience in Versailles as a delegate o f the Treasury, published The Economic Consequences o f  the 

Peace in 1919 also. Bloomsbury was suddenly formidable, and it has been the opinion of many 

critics since (beginning with Lewis but including writers like the Leavises, Sir John Rothenstein, 

Charles Harrison, and more recently John Carey), that, whatever their merits individually as writers, 

pp. 124-125. Lewis’s italics.
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painters and critics, the collective influence of Bloomsbury was not altogether progressive. In 1919, 

when The Caliph’s Design was published, Lewis seems to have begun to identify the more forbidding 

aspect which Fry’s ‘little belated Morris movement’ was now poised to present -  to the art world and, 

perhaps more importantly, to the English upper-middle classes who would constitute their primary 

market. As such Lewis’s criticisms of Bloomsbury have become more outspoken, so much so that he 

gives, at times, the unintended distinction of seeming to hold Roger Fry in the same estimation as he 

does Matisse, or Picasso.

The concept o f ‘significant form’ in particular seems to have caused Lewis particular unease. 

According to Fry and Bell, whose 1914 text. Civilisation, saw the first use of the term, all great art 

could be reduced to a near-scientific consideration o f line, colour and form. ‘Subject-matter’ was 

irrelevant: the forms o f painting were such that they could, through the manipulation of ‘significant 

form,’ trigger in the spectator a species of ‘aesthetic emotion.’ Lewis took issue with the concept for 

the same reason that he took issue with Picasso’s ‘pavement painter’ or the contemporary cult of the 

child: he objected strenuously to the primacy of the ‘instincts’ in this particular conceptualisation of 

art. Tom Normand provides a succinct outline of Lewis’s contentions; he argues that Fry and Bell, 

with their doctrine of ‘significant form,’ ‘encouraged a tasteful sensualism which denied the moral 

and ethical dimensions of painting, and laid emphasis on “spontaneous creativity” . . . Lewis saw this 

sensual and emotional approach as a regression into a naive amateurism. Functionally it opened the 

doors of creative activity to the dilettante and the opportunist.’ ®̂ If art could be grasped instinctively, 

and by anyone, the profession o f the artist would become obsolete.

These arguments see fruition in The Caliph’s Design, but they had been developing 

throughout the production of the two volumes o f Blast, and before. In this light it is possible to read 

Blast as itself an artistic and theoretical response to Bloomsbury, its unnamed antagonist. Of course 

to trace this suppressed dialogue between Lewis and the Bloomsbury critics. Fry and Bell, it is 

necessary to read closely. Paul Edwards traces the influence and, unexpectedly, the recurrence of 

‘significant form’ in Lewis’s periodical. According to Edwards the concept o f ‘significant form’ both

Tom Normand, Wyndham Lewis the Artist: Holding the Mirror up to Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), p. 96.
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permeated and conflicted with Lewis’s own early, Vorticist theories about abstraction, a chain of 

influence Lewis seems at pains to discount. As Edwards notes, Fry’s famous admonition to artists 

‘not to imitate life, but to find an equivalent for life’ is echoed in certain painfully contrived passages 

in Blast in which Lewis unconvincingly attempts to distance himself from Fry: he posits as the proper 

subject of art ‘something very abstruse and splendid, in no way directly dependent on “Life.” It is no 

EQUIVALENT for Life, but ANOTHER life, as NECESSARY to existence as the former’ {Bl, 130). 

More importantly, it is in their treatment of what both schools of theory (the Vorticist and the Post- 

Impressionist) call ‘reality’ that their shared assumptions become most clear. For the Bloomsbury 

critics, ‘reality’ was essentially a Platonic concept. The aim of the painter, in their terms, is not to 

represent the material world, which is an ‘illusion,’ but to convey the ‘reality’ which underpins it. 

This idealist philosophy, Platonic but mediated to the Bloomsbury group through the writing of G.E. 

Moore, feeds into a related pseudo-aristocratic disdain for ‘material’ in another sense, that of material 

gain. A similar idealism -  though no comparably aristocratic aspirations -  can be identified in the 

Blast manifestoes, in which Lewis attempts to isolate ‘the phenomenon to which we would relate the 

most fundamental tendencies in present art . . . the ininianence of some REALITY more than any 

former human beings have felt it’ {Bl, 141). Regarding these two concepts, ‘significant form’ and 

‘reality,’ the two schools differ only, in the main, as to the breadth of their applicability. For Lewis, 

‘form’ was in the hands of the few. A knowledge of form was an article of professional expertise. 

Much like the expertise of any other profession, were it to be shared by the multitude, the need for the 

expert, the specialist -  the painter or the critic -  becomes obsolete.

There was more to Lewis’s ermiity, however. As Edwards goes on to point out, Lewis may 

very well have felt that, in particular. Fry was as a critic invading professional territory which might 

otherwise very naturally have fallen to him. In his 1921 essay, ‘Roger Fry’s Role as Continental 

Mediator,’ Lewis savages Fry’s work as an interpreter of modem French art for his English public. 

But in fact Lewis was in his criticism covering much of the same ground, ‘mediating’ the best of 

French art to England, emphasising in the process the great importance of ‘form’ over anecdote, and
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so creating the conditions on which might be founded a native tradition of adept English art7° These 

were certainly his aims as an art critic with the publication of Blast, itself both a review of continental 

practice and a manifesto for Vorticism, a native English art movement. As such it was imperative that 

Blast be distanced from Bloomsbury. One method for attaining this aim was to select a range of 

prints for his periodical whose aesthetic was entirely at odds with that of the Bloomsbury painters. 

Many of the painters whose work was included had been at some time employed at the Omega. All 

were now members of the rival art collective, the Rebel Arts Centre. In the work of these Rebel 

artists then, the quaintly conservative, domestic aesthetic of the Bloomsbury painters, Grant and 

Vanessa Bell most notably but also Roger Fry himself, was countered by the uncompromising 

industrial geometries of the Vorticists. Likewise, the cultivated Bloomsbury sentence was more than 

matched by the pugnacious, noun-cluttered, unpredictably sized and erratically capitalised typeset of 

the Blast manifestos.

As such Lewis’s blasting o f the amateur can be seen as in some ways a development, an echo, 

of the 1913 round robin, with foretastes of another letter, this one an ‘Encyclical,’ which was to 

follow almost two decades later. Lewis set himself against the perceived ‘gentility’ and refinement of 

the Bloomsbury group. O f course the Bloomsbury group (and the error has been repeated many times 

by critics other than Lewis) were not actually derived from the nobility. They were, on the contrary 

members almost to a man of the educated middle classes, the class from which, notably, the ranks of 

the new professions were largely filled, and the class from which, too, Lewis himself had sprung. 

There were some ties between the Bloomsbury notables and the political elite: some celebrated 

relatives in India, connections with the Liberal and later the Labour parties. More importantly 

perhaps, the Bloomsbury group were, by way of the Stracheys, the Stephens, the Thackerays, part of 

what Noel Aiman has called the ‘intellectual aristocracy’ o f England.’  ̂ They had in common family 

traditions which were rooted in England’s liberal, amateurist tradition. They were part of that cultural

™ Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 147.
The dismissal o f  the Bloomsbury circle as etiolated 'rentier' intellectuals gained widespread currency in the 

1930s, and while quite demonstrably inaccurate as a description o f  most o f  the very middle-class writers and 
painters o f  the group, did not die easy, and in fact can still be come across to this date.
■ Noel Annan, Leslie Stephen: The Godless Victorian (New York: Random House, 1984).

60



elite which eschewed commerce, profit and industrialised society in favour of an ideally disinterested, 

liberal, and, in some ways, ‘amateurist’ England.

The pitfalls of this tradition of amateurism in England is a regular refrain not only o f Lewis 

but of Pound and, at least in his early criticism, Eliot too. In an often repeated passage from a 1918 

book of essays, Pavannes and Divisions, Pound is scathing about the abilities o f the celebrated 

amateur artist:

In a country in love with amateurs, in a country where the incompetent have such 

beautifiil manners and personalities so fragile and charming, that one cannot bear to 

injure their feelings by the introduction of competent criticism, it is well that one man 

should have a vision of perfection and that he should be sick to death and disconsolate 

because he cannot attain it.̂ ^

Lewis reproduces this passage with approval in Blasting and Bomhardiering, remarking in connection 

upon what he sees as the class-character of amateurism: ‘Professionalism even as long ago as 

Congreve . . . was looked upon in England as something to shun and to disown. With the passage of 

time people have not grown less snobbish.’ He dismisses what he sees as a ‘cult of the incompetent’ 

which has dominated the English art world since the end of the First World War, postulating instead a 

professionalism which he connects with Pound’s idea of ‘perfection’: ‘The word perfection . . . has 

obvious professional associations. Perfection implies the highly finished product, result o f competent 

craftsmanship, and consequently it is taboo in a society where a well-to-do class desire the fruits of 

craftsmanship without its toils’ {BB, 276-8).

Here Lewis manages to conflate the English art-producer with the English art-consumer, a 

sleight of hand he would exploit many times again in his writings on the Chelso-Bloomsberries, 

implying a class-bound insularity in the production of art during this period. (By 1937, of course, 

when Lewis wrote this commentary on Pound, the mere mention of a ‘well-to-do class’ had evolved 

into a term of unmediated abuse.) More importantly, however, both Pound and Lewis in the above 

From Pavannes and Divisions. See BB. p. 276.
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passages reveal certain of their own assumptions about professionalisation. The professional is, for 

them, outside -  beyond -  class. Both Pound and Lewis relished their status as intruders almost in 

England’s art world. Many critics since have been content to take their formulations at face value. 

Donald Davie, for instance, opposes Pound and Lewis to the ‘countertradition of the amateur’ in 

Edwardian England: he argues that ‘Pound and Lewis were American or Americanised enough to 

have on the contrary a professional attitude to their respective arts.’ '̂' This simple binarism between 

‘English’ amateur and ‘American or Americanised’ professional was a useful mechanism in obscuring 

another more pressing fault-line separating artists like Pound and Lewis from their Bloomsbury 

contemporaries. For while on one level the Bloomsbury writers and artists would have themselves 

concurred in the description of their amateurism -  see for instance Virginia W oolfs famous 

celebration o f the ‘Common Reader,’ or her rather less well known formulation, in her biography of 

Roger Fry, o f the ‘Common Seer’ -  on another level they were professionals through and through. 

Looked at only in terms of market economics, moreover, it is undeniable that the model of 

professionalism preferred by artists like Fry, W oolf and Bell, certainly proved more of a commercial 

success than that of Lewis or Pound.

That those artists who most consciously and explicitly addressed themselves to the 

construction and capture o f a professional market should have in their quest, of all their 

contemporaries, most demonstrably failed, seems at first a curious contradiction. The solution to the 

disparity, however, can be found, again, in the semantic history o f the two oppositional terms, the 

professional and the amateur. The professional’s motives are, after all, susceptible to misreading. 

Their activity they pursue for a living, rendering them potentially suspect. Moreover, and perhaps 

more importantly in the circumstances, the professional expert is, in training and outlook, the very 

antithesis o f the liberal ‘gentlemen’ whose influence was still in the first half of the twentieth century 

so potent. The long-standing tradition of liberal-humanism in England was of course predicated upon 

a generalist, anti-specialist conceptualisation o f knowledge, with education tailored to provide a broad 

base o f learning such as to facilitate the development of well-rounded ‘character.’ There is, thus, a 

long-standing tradition of ‘amateurism’ in England in the sense of the pursuit, by the leisured,

Donald Davie, ‘Ezra among the Edwardians,’ Paideuma, 5 (1976), p. 9.
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unsalaried and generalist critic or scholar, of subjects like philosophy, the natural sciences and the 

arts. One o f the core principles of English liberalism was that a broad, generalised base o f knowledge 

-  a ‘well-trained mind’ -  constituted a defining feature of the gentleman who comprised the liberal 

ideal. As Michael Sanderson argues, ‘Liberal education was by definition the education of a free or 

liberal man who had no need to seek employment or use his education for vocational purposes,’^̂  i.e. 

a cultivated amateur. The ‘great’ universities -  Oxford and Cambridge -  had as the basis o f their 

educational programme this idea of a liberal education; it was from the two great imiversities that the 

newer ‘red-brick’ universities founded in the early twentieth century took their cue. It was believed 

that more technical training could be attained outside of the university, whose main purpose was 

rather to provide a broad base o f humanistic knowledge. Thus, in the highest institutions for research 

and intellectual pursuit, the amateurism of England was enshrined.

This institutionalised liberal and amateurist bias in English culture has been traced back to a 

feudal heritage, and by Edward Page to Britain’s relative geographical position. Britain, he claims, 

being relatively safe from the period of the Armada onward from the threat o f invasion, was able to 

retain a feudal societal structure while on the continent a more nulitaristically efficient bureaucracy 

was a political necessity for survival.^^ The amateur gentleman remained a possibility in England 

long after on the continent he had ceased to exist. And the object o f a liberal education was of course 

the cultivation o f gentlemen. W hat’s more, the philosophical assumption upon which this 

gentleman’s potentiality was predicated was that of the humanist creed: the general improvability of 

human nature. That faith in this philosophical and societal model was fading in the early twentieth 

century is undeniable. Lewis himself, alongside T.E. Hulme, was one o f the earliest and most 

scathing critics o f ‘liberal-humanism.’ But in spite of this tide of criticism, the influence of the liberal 

tradition remained by no means negligible across the interwar period. On the contrary, it would linger 

and shape the professionalisation of English society throughout the twentieth century, an influence 

which can be traced for instance in the case of the Civil Service. The English Civil Service -  with 

which Bloomsbury retained what Lewis considered incriminating links -  is to this day defined as

Michael Sanderson, Education and Economic Decline in Britain, 1870 to the 1990s, p.23.
Edward Page, Political Authority and Bureaucratic Power: A Comparative Analysis (Hemel Hampstead: 

Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992).
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‘dilettante’ or generalist as against the technocratic administrative systems on the continent. In 

France, for example, the majority o ffonctionnaires pursue a course of specialised training at one of 

the Grand Corps de I ’Etat, before entering a career in the Civil Service based on professional 

expertise. The English Civil Service on the contrary resisted calls for reform throughout the interwar 

period, and while certain divisions have now been professionalised and streamlined, co-ordinating 

with University departments and seeking graduates of particular disciplines at entry-level, the 

majority o f Civil Service recruitment continues on the basis o f the liberal approach to education. The 

English administrative system, so, was up until very recently based -  like the policies of the great 

universities -  upon a long-standing faith in a liberal education and the potential for independent, 

disinterested thought, governance and management, of the liberal gentleman. As such, and certainly 

in light o f the economic evidence, the model o f a more traditional status professional adopted by the 

Bloomsbury writers and artists, as against Lewis’s aggressive and uncompromising professionalism, 

seems to have been the more shrewd.

For that the Bloomsbury artists were professionals too is undeniable. The definition o f an 

authoritative and esoteric body of knowledge (the knowledge of ‘significant form’), the cultivation 

and codification of a canon, the reaction against the hidebound exclusivity of their predecessors (their 

vitriol toward the Royal Academy), all mark critics like Fry, artists like Grant and writers like Woolf 

as conscientious professionals. It is however in their language that, from Lewis and Pound, they 

differ, and most particularly in their use o f the two related terms ‘disinterest’ and ‘impersonality.’ 

These terms recur in Bloomsbury criticism again and again. The essential ‘disinterest’ o f the artist is 

treated as paramount. ‘Impersonality’ is the hallmark o f a great work o f art. These terms are 

ubiquitous in the essays of W oolf and Fry: detachment and disinterest are for both critics criteria of 

artistic excellence. It could even be argued that Woolf, in Three Guineas, makes of disinterest a 

practical fetish.’’ This emphasis upon disinterest simply demonstrates again the central ‘ideological 

self-conception’ of the professional: the idea that the professions are not pursued for gain, and that

The ‘Outsiders’ Society,’ is postulated as a hypothetical intellectual stratum o f  educated women privileged 
with ‘poverty, chastity, derision, and “freedom from unreal loyalties,”’ i.e. a group characterised by their 
disinterest on every possible front. See Virginia W oolf, A Room o f  O n e’s Own/Three Guineas (London: Oxford 
World Classics, 1998),p.267.
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payment to practitioners is such only that they can maintain a standard of living to pursue the life of 

the mind. Stressing one’s disinterest is a common professional device, a mechanism for guaranteeing 

the sincerity o f the service being provided. One of the most elegant theorisations of impersonality 

was provided by T.S. Eliot, in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ where he postulated a model of 

poetry in which the poet functions as a mere conduit, passive, receptive, for the poetic ‘tradition.’ The 

poet’s interests are subsumed, their ethical probity assured. In Eliot’s configuration the poet becomes 

simply a servant o f the profession to which his earnings enable his devotion. The resolute 

professionalism of this formula is made explicit in the analogy drawn with science: ‘What happens [to 

the working poet] is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to something more 

valuable. The progress of the artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality .

. . It is in this depersonalisation that art may be said to approach the condition of science.’ *̂ Like the 

work of the scientist, the work o f the poet was a professional activity; what is implied is that his 

‘discoveries’ deliver a similar public good.™ ‘Impersonality’ therefore works as a lynchpin in the 

mechanism of this ideological construction.

Eliot’s model of ‘impersonality’ is subjected to I ewis’s critical wrath in Men Without Art. 

Citing the passage above from Eliot’s essay, Lewis launches his dispute.

I do not believe in the anonymous, ‘impersonal,’ catalytic, for the very good reason 

that I am sure the personality is in that as much as in the other part of this double

headed oddity, however thoroughly described, and is more apt to be a corrupting 

influence in that arrangement than in the more usual one, where the artist is identified 

with his beliefs (MWA, 91).

Selected Prose o f  T.S. Eliot, ed. by Frank Kermode (London: Harcourt, 1975), p. 17.
™ It is one those seeming contradictions which the professional paradigm can help to unravel, that art should 
begin to be justified in terms o f  its ‘service’ to the public at precisely the moment at which inaccessibility was 
becoming one o f  its most pronounced attributes. For an interesting investigation o f  the interconnections 
between modernism’s ‘difficulty’ and the professionalism o f its writers, see Leonard Diepeveen, The Difficulties 
o f  Modernism  (London: Routledge, 2003), in particular his second chapter, ‘Professional Romanticism: 
Defending D ifficulty,’ pp. 87-144.
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Lewis, by the time he came to write this passage, had developed a particular ethical theory founded 

upon ‘personality.’ The much-touted impersonality of his contemporaries he saw as little more than 

an affectation, or worse, a ruse. Yet in earlier texts, Lewis was just as committed to an ideal of 

professional disinterest as his contemporaries. The argument of Men Without Art simply represents an 

extension o f this commitment. For Lewis, Eliot’s ‘disinterest’ is merely a disguise for a policy of 

literary self-advancement; it is Lewis’s belief that, on the contrary, such self-interest should be made 

explicit. In the name of honesty -  and ultimately in the name of professional ‘disinterest’ - the artist 

should constantly articulate their own bias. As such, Lewis’s theory of ‘personality’ is grounded 

firmly in what a modem observer might call an ethic of professional transparency. His regular 

railings against what he perceived as art ‘rackets,’ the Bloomsbury group for instance, the Sitwell 

circle, or later the ‘Ballyhoo’ o f the Arts Council’s propaganda machine, would seem to support such 

a reading. Lewis had to make his living out of his art; to him the ‘immaterialism’ and ‘disinterest’ of 

the Bloomsbury artists was sheer hypocrisy. And of course Lewis’s transparency, in this analysis, 

appears in fact more honest, more genuinely ‘disinterested,’ than the much-touted impersonality of 

Eliot and the Bloomsbury critics. But in this as on many other fronts Lewis was unfortunately ahead 

o f his time. His perspective on the ethics of the promotional campaign make him appear closer to the 

more cynical attitude to the professions which has since the 1960s gained ground throughout the 

western world. His was in fact far the more meritocratic -  and in that sense too, more modernised -  

model of a professionalised art industry. But o f course the professional operating outside the ambit of 

an established professional superstructure -  without even the superficial buttress o f a circle o f peers 

such as Bloomsbury could boast -  courted certain dangers: the danger for instance o f appearing, as 

Lewis certainly on occasion appeared, a crank. Furthermore, there were in the early part of the 

twentieth century many artists, intellectuals and academics, members o f the Bloomsbury group 

amongst them, for whom the description of art as an ‘industry’ remained an unconscionable affront.
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Chapter Two 

Art in the Machine Age

The moment of Vorticism marks the first time, in over half a century o f English painting, that a group 

o f artists set out to engage with the visual realities of industrialised modernity. For many decades 

before the emergence o f the Vorticists, the factory, the workshop or the industrial cityscape rarely 

featured as pictorial subjects for English painters. English art through the late Victorian period was 

instead dominated by a very different conception of what was fitting subject for the painter’s canvas, a 

conception linked to the question not only of the artist’s role -  and social status -  but also to the 

dominant model o f what constituted ‘Englishness.’ Critics have long debated the reasons for this 

notable absence o f the industrial in the art of the first and most industrialised nation in the world 

during this period, a period during which on the contrary the two highest modes o f English art were 

history painting and the great English landscape. Nikolaus Pevsner, in his celebrated 1955 Reith 

lectures on ‘The Englishness o f English Art,’ suggests that England’s pictorial tradition shifted 

radically between 1840 and 1860. Prior to this, he argues, ‘England was the unchallenged pioneer of 

innovation, in technology, industry, and commerce.’ He traces a subsequent pitch into 

‘conservatism,’ and into the ‘new ideal of morality in art preached powerftilly and verbosely by 

Ruskin.’ ’ He is here following the cue of Roger Fry, who had earlier berated the ‘Philistinism, 

Puritanism, and gross sentimentality’ of the art of the later nineteenth century, an attitude which 

formed the basis o f a dominant art-historical narrative; that a hiatus in English art was caused by the 

country’s early, and singularly extreme, exposure to the brutal consequences of the first wave of the 

industrial revolution.^ The focus upon the rural landscape and the historical scene substituted, in this

' See Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness o f  English (1956; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978), pp. 193-206.
 ̂This narrative was given its most thorough explication in Martin J. Wiener’s 1981 study, at which I will be 

looking in more detail in what follows: ‘[After the 1850s] shapers o f  middle- and upper-class opinion, in 
disenchantment with continual change, turned more and more to the pas t . . .  as a source o f  alternative values . . .  
[This] promoted a change in collective self-image from that of a still-young and innovative nation to one ancient
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reading, a retreat from, and a suppression of, the iniquity and squalor of a largely unregulated, urban- 

industrial wasteland. Certainly the degrading effects of nineteenth-century industrialisation were felt 

in England, the ‘workshop of the world,’ with particular acuteness, an acuteness which could help to 

explain what was a deeply troubled and extremely divided relationship with modernity. As Raymond 

Williams famously argued, nature, or the ‘country,’ was held to represent a ‘true,’ ‘authentic’ way of 

life, a quality of experience which had become for the urban audience debased.^ More recently, 

David Peters Corbett has argued that ‘the very novelty of Britain’s experience as the first 

industrialised nation compounded the difficulty of finding an idiom in which to represent modernity 

and its c o n se q u e n c e s .F o r  Peters Corbett, the Vorticists represent a valiant attempt to overturn this 

cultural logic.

In so doing, the Vorticists were seen as breaking radically with tradition, but some notable

antecedents can in fact be traced. For a brief period, roughly between 1797 and 1803, a temporary

nexus of industrial artworks did manifest in the work of a few disparate painters. John Sell Cotman,

Philip James de Loutherburg and Paul Sandby Munn all produced during this period large oil

paintings o f Coalbrookdale, or Bedlam Furnace, in Shropshire, a site referred to as the cradle of the

industrial revolution.^ These paintings variously capture something of the blunt energy o f early

industrialisation. During this period, the industrial subject was married to a picturesque vernacular.

Coalbrookdale was even for a short time incorporated into the fashionable route for romantic tours of

the north o f England, en route to the lake district. This did not last, but something o f the same

romantic fascination with the trappings o f the industrial heartland survives in Turner’s paintings, in

particular his studies of railroads, steamboats, and his urban landscapes of London, Newcastle and

Leeds, but also, in a refracted but no less powerful form, in his mid-century studies of light and

motion, in particular what some regard as his masterpiece, Rain, Steam and Speed -  The Great

and peculiarly stable.’ Martin J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline o f the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 43.
 ̂Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (London: Chatto & Windus, 1973).
David Peters Corbett, The Modernity o f English Art, 1914-30 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,

1997), p. 102.
 ̂The Coalbrookdale Company at Ironbridge, Shropshire, was incorporated by Abraham Darby in 1709. It was 

believed to be the site of the first coke-fuelled blast furnaces in Europe, and though this is not strictly correct, 
the village (and company) name became synonymous with early industrialisation. For a short overview of its 
place in the historical narrative of industrialisation, see Christine Vialls, Iron and the Industrial Revolution 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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Western Railway, painted in 1844, which according to William S. Rodner catches and sublimates 

many of the great societal changes then astir: according to one critic, it was the creation not o f a single 

painter, but of ‘a nation o f engineers.’̂  Be that as it may, Turner died in 1851. His example was not 

pursued by his successors in England. Peters Corbett follows Pevsner in regarding the period of 

Turner’s death, and o f the contemporaneous Great Exhibition, as a watershed in the ‘religion of 

progress.’ In the decades that followed, according to the received narrative, the industrial legacy 

vanished from the visual canon. Instead, painters retreated from modernity, reproducing instead 

notions o f England as a bucolic paradise. Such notions were not imchallenged; but in so far as it was 

political at all, painting retained in England up until the early twentieth century a peculiar orthodoxy. 

The painters o f the late Victorian era (as those of the Edwardian Establishment) preferred to paint 

England as a pastoral idyll than an industrialised power, a naval force or a modem urbanised imperial 

state. It was one o f the objects of Vorticism to challenge this ruling vernacular.

Vorticism was a shortlived phenomenon. Only two explicitly Vorticist exhibitions ever took

place; the first at the Dore Galleries in London in June 1915, and the second -  even less well received

-  at the Penguin Club in New York in January 1917, The movement’s beginnings can be traced

roughly to March 1914, though when exactly it ended is less easy to assert.  ̂ By the end of the war,

certainly, all the original energy o f the movement had been depleted; either the date o f the Penguin

Club exhibition, or o f publication of The Caliph's Design, might be held to mark its termination.

Aside from this last expressly, and in its way poignantly, Vorticist text, the movement was not revived

after the war. Lewis would later claim, contentiously, that the movement was little more than an

extension or programmatisation of his own practice; ‘Vorticism, in fact, was what I, personally, did,

and said, at a certain period.’* This is trademark Lewis polemic, tactically offensive overstatement

delivered with careless impunity. Nonetheless, it remains undeniable that Lewis was in fact the

 ̂ See William S. Rodner, J.M. W. Turner: Romantic Painter o f  the Industrial Revolution  (Berkley: University o f  
California Press, 1997), p. 160.
 ̂Though the name ‘Vorticism’ was not finally affixed to the movement for some months afterwards, March 
1914, was the month in which ‘the Lewis gang’ set up shop at the premises rented for them by Kate Lechmere at 
38 Great Ormond Street: The Rebel Art Centre. For more details o f  the specifics o f  the group’s publicity and 
exhibiting activities, see the series o f essays collected for the catalogue o f  the 2010-2011 exhibition, The 
Vorticists: Rebel Artists in London and New York, 1914-1918, ed. by Mark A ntliff and Vivien Greene (London: 
Tate Publishing, 2010).
* From his introduction to the catalogue for the 1956 retrospective at the Tate, ‘Wyndham Lewis and Vorticism.’ 
WLoA, p. 4 5 \.
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foremost practitioner and publicist for the movement, largely enabling Vorticism to take place, 

painting its most iconic works, editing its house magazine and giving in its pages the fullest and most 

lively attempt at a theoretical exposition o f its underpinnings. Moreover, when after the war he came 

to find these theoretical underpinnings ethically insupportable, the movement came to a halt. As such 

it certainly seems fair to treat Lewis as the most influential factor in determining the movement’s 

shape; and this shape, laid out in Blast, was expressly industrial. After the Blast years, Lewis 

retreated from the machine age geometries o f Vorticism, but for that brief period, he and his 

collaborators sought to cultivate a specifically English, imperial-industrial aesthetic. In this, they 

were not the outsiders -  the excluded -  which their historical revisions would maintain,’ but were in 

fact working in consistence with some of the prevailing priorities o f the age. Their art work is very 

specifically the art of a culture coming to terms with its own industrialisation. The preoccupations of 

some of the central works of Vorticism, such as Lewis’s The Crowd, are precisely those o f a society 

undergoing the seismic readjustments o f professionalisation.

Blast called for an expressly industrial art, encompassing even the mean trappings of the 

factory, the;

scooped out basins 

heavy insect dredgers 

monotonous cranes 

stations

lighthouses, blazing 

through the frosty 

starlight, cutting the 

storm like a cake 

beaks of infant boats, 

side by side,

’ Lewis was the principle mythologiser of the Blast nucleus, a grouping within which he later classified Eliot 
and Joyce and excluded, notably, Wadsworth and Gaudier-Brzeska. See ‘The Tale of an Old Pair of Shoes,’ BB, 
pp. 249-303.
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heavy chaos of 

wharves, 

steep walls of

factories {Bl, 23).

Towns like Liverpool, Newcastle and Hull were to be lauded as the real source o f England’s global 

preeminence. Paul Peppis sees in this a degree of collusion in the industrial complex which was then 

underwriting the empire and accuses Lewis, and Vorticism, of defending a pro-statist status quo, with 

some justice. As the subsequent corpus of his art criticism makes clear, it had not escaped Lewis’s 

attention that many of what he considered the greatest art-producing civilisations in history presided 

also at the centres o f powerful empires, and that the production o f great art could be seen 

consequently to correspond with the domestic peace and prosperity afforded by imperial might. 

Lewis can be understood as such to glorify the sources of that might: to celebrate modem English 

industry and the great industrial centres of the North. He was also, however, righting a simple 

historical imbalance, and portraying an aspect of English culture which had for a long time been left 

under-represented in the visual arts.'° Some of the few depictions of an English industrial scene, prior 

to the 1910s, were those painted by artists from the continent: the French hnpressionist, Claude 

Monet, and the Belgian pointillist, Georges Lemmen, both of whom produced oil cityscapes of 

London which incorporated the trappings of industry, and which no English painter at this time would 

have contemplated." And of course the Futurists arrived in London in the early twentieth century, 

calling for an English art of the machine. Sickert was the first to acclimatise himself to the 

revolutions in painting being instigated in Paris (painting working girls in the underworld of London, 

enduring the gritty realities of the twentieth-century city) but the Vorticists went further, attempting to

The same is not true, however, in literature: writers like Elizabeth Gaskell, Charles Dickens, George Eliot and 
Arnold Bennett had made principled attempts from the mid-nineteenth century onward to convey the realities o f  
modem urban life in England.
" Claude Monet, Waterloo Bridge at Night (1903); Georges Lemmen, Factories on the Thames (1892-4). The 
industrial subject had become a feature o f  European painting for some years before this, most notably in 
Pissarro’s famous, and famously ambivalent, preoccupation with the factory, and with the urban industrial 
scene. Simultaneously, Gaugin and Van Gogh were incorporating the factory into a version o f  the rural 
pastoral. Caillebout also engaged with the factory, in his paintings o f  industrial villages, but also in those o f  
post-reconstruction Paris, the metropolis, the centre o f  an alienated modenity, the most famous o f  which is his 
Le Pont D e L 'Europe (1876).
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paint the industrial nexus, the vortex, of modernity, using a pointedly modem vernacular -  the 

abstract -  to needle the near-hysterical aversion of the English art world to industry and commerce.

For by the early twentieth century, England had arrived at a peculiar cultural impasse. Chief 

industrial producer and exporter to the world market, England was still represented by its own artists 

as on the contrary a sort of pre-modem Arcadia, a contradiction which some have seen as 

symptomatic o f a longstanding crisis o f English selfhood. Martin J. Wiener, in tracing this crisis, 

identifies an imaginative faultline, figured along a geographical North/South axis, between two 

models of self-fashioning in English culture in the last part of the nineteenth century. The ‘North’ in 

this model becomes the paradigmatic axis of the industrial, middle-class values o f the industrial 

towns. The ‘South’ on the other hand becomes associated with gentrification, the pastoral, the 

aristocratic: ‘By the turn of the century, the triumphant Southern Metaphor had led many British to 

believe that their success was due not so much to continuing effort as to their unique cultural 

inheritance . . . [which led to] the devaluation o f both the locales of, and the qualities that had made, 

the industrial revolution.’'  ̂ This is a consensus against which Blast has resolutely declared itself: 

throughout, Lewis maintains his commitment to a ‘great Northern Art’ partaking o f the ‘insidous and 

volcanic chaos’ o f an English character rooted in industrial reality {BI,  38). That there was a further 

contradiction here seems clear: the Vorticists were, after all, a resolutely metropolitan circle of artists, 

painting in London, exhibiting in London and selling for the most part to those members of the 

London upper middle-class who provided the main source of patronage of modem or avant-garde art. 

For such a group of artists to shun the metropolis and extol the virtues of industry seems hardly 

consistent. This theoretical congruity seems not to have registered for Lewis. Yet to come down so 

forcefully on the side o f industry did require certain maneouvering, whether conscious or 

unconscious, on Lewis’s part. Flis consideration of the industrial realities of England had necessary 

consequences for Lewis’s professional project. Beginning with an assessment of the industrial focus 

of Vorticism, this chapter will explore Lewis’s subsequent engagement, during the Blast years and 

into the 1920s, with two cmcial phenomena: professionalism and industrial rationalisation. For the 

two, as Harold Perkin makes clear, are intimately connected.

Martin J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline o f  the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980, p. 42.
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In Perkin’s analysis, which will inform much o f what follows, the process of 

professionalisation was much more than simply the formation o f a number o f discrete professional 

fields. In the previous chapter, I examined the reorganisation of the professions, and the emergence of 

a discourse of professionalism with wide-ranging implications for the criticism and practice of the 

arts. In this chapter I will build upon this analysis, using an expanded definition of the term 

‘professionalisation’ derived from Perkin’s seminal study. This expanded conceptual category 

encompasses not simply the reorganisation of the professions, but the wholesale rationalisation o f all 

modem forms o f production and consumption. ‘Professionalisation’ in this sense is not simply an 

occupational phenomenon but a much broader societal shift, whose roots are to be sought not in the 

localised aspirations o f occupational groups but in the widespread organisational manoeuvering o f a 

late industrial society, not in the professional associations of engineers and sociologists but in the 

superstructures o f the emerging corporate multinationals. ‘Professionalisation’ is hence both a 

movement of consolidation within different, discrete professional fields, and a seismic socio

economic phenomenon, amounting in effect to a ‘revolution.’ Perkin traces this colossal paradigmatic 

shift to a series of corporate mergers which took place during the turmoil of the Great Depression of 

1874-96, felt more keenly in the US than in Britain.'^ Corporatisation on a major scale did not 

advance in England until the outbreak of the First World War, when the exigencies o f war forced the 

state to assume unprecedented control o f the economy. After the war, corporatisation of industries 

accelerated considerably: the 1920s saw the advent of the big ‘efficiency combines’ like Unilever, 

Imperial Chemical Industries and others. What this meant in effect was a largely unrecognised but 

nonetheless seismic reorientation o f power and capital, no longer retained by smaller-scale family 

firms but now concentrated in fewer large conglomerates. The correspondence of this corporate 

expansion with the emergence of the modem professions -  themselves corporate bodies o f another

For a history o f  the corporatisation o f  England, a history to which the following paragraph is indebted, see 
Harold Perkin. The Rise o f  Professional Society: England since 1880, pp. 286-358. For a more global 
application o f  his theory o f  professionalisation, and to its specific historical character in Japan, Germany and the 
US, see Perkin, The Third Revolution: Professional Elites in the Modern World (London: Routledge, 1996).
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sort -  allows Perkin to combine analysis of individual professions with a more holistic theoretical 

approach to the organisational imperatives of a society in upheaval.

One of the major consequences of professionalisation (in this broadened sense), and a central 

tenet of Perkin’s theoretical model, is the disappearance of the tripartite class structure of the 

nineteenth century, in favour of a horizontally reorganised system of professional hierarchies. English 

society, in this analysis, can no longer be understood simply in terms of a division between owner- 

capital and labour. Instead the cultural limits and the economic principles of the social structure are 

the subject of ongoing political and ethical struggles between professional models, most notably 

between ‘public sector’ and ‘private sector’ professional bodies. These internecine struggles are, 

however, either concealed or subsumed in the rhetorical terms of the nineteenth-century class 

struggle, which survive as the operating terms of most political commentary, a fact which has 

rendered invisible (or unclassifiable) a new species of inequality; a great rift in modem income levels 

to which the old stratificatory terms still in use -  upper, middle and working class -  are in fact 

inapplicable. These terms continue to correspond to an appealingly orderly model of society. Such a 

model, however, in reality refers only to the temporary, unsustainable and iniquitous balance of 

historical forces which prevailed in the late nineteenth century, before the rise of the professional 

ideal. According to Perkin, it was in response to the intolerable economic pressure which resulted 

from this balance that English society had to be reorganised, along lines that prioritised human capital, 

expertise, meritocracy and the separation of management from ownership.'^

The reorganisation of increasing numbers of occupations into professions in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries can consequently be seen as the symptom of a paradigmatic

Perkin acknowledges that this societal shift has been addressed under other names elsewhere -  as a ‘post
industrial revolution,’ or as a revolution o f information technology, automation or ‘lean production’ -  but his 
analysis is alone in exploring the close correspondence o f the phenomenon with the reorganisation o f the 
professions. As he argues, ‘Unlike James Burnham’s managerial revolution. Max Weber’s bureaucratisation, or 
Vilfredo Pareto’s circulation o f elites, the rise o f professional society is more than a change at the top, the 
replacement o f one elite by another. It tranforms society from top to bottom.’ Ibid., p. 8.

For alternative accounts o f this societal ‘revolution’ see for instance Alvin W. Gouldner, The Future o f  
Intellectuals and the Rise o f  the New Class (London: Macmillan, 1979), or John Kenneth Galbraith, The New 
Industrial State, 4th edn (1967; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). For more specific occupational 
and corporate histories see Leslie Hannah, The Rise o f  the Corporate Economy (London : Methuen, 1976) and 
Concentration in Modern Industry: Theory, Measurement and the UK Experience (London: Macmillan, 1977); 
Harry Braverman, Labour and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation o f  Work in the Twentieth Century (London: 
Monthly Review Press, 1974), and Arthur J. Mclvor, A History o f  Work in Britain, 1880-1950 (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2001).
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shift. Professionalisation was a consequence of vastly altered, vastly expanded market conditions. 

But professionalism (in the narrower sense) was also a professedly ‘anti-market’ phenomenon; 

professionals in all fields seek market shelters, control over accrediting processes, and other buffers 

against the vagaries of the open market. Professionalisation is generally characterised, consequently, 

by a closing o f ranks: the definition of an esoteric and inaccessible body o f expertise, control of 

exclusive qualifying assocations, delimiting numbers of practitioners in any field and campaigning for 

market shelter and certification. There is as such a significant tension at the heart o f the professional 

project, between engagement with a new mass market and a simultaneous reaction against it. 

Acknowledgement o f this tension enables a fruitful reading of the warring currents within English 

modernism -  itself characterised by an extreme ambivalence toward ‘mass society,’ to the open 

market and to late industrial society as a w h o l e . A s  demonstrated in the previous chapter, there was 

sufficient shared territory between Lewis’s model of the professional and that alternatively proposed 

by the Bloomsbury group, to justify an undertanding of the two as part of a shared professional 

project. This connection can be traced further. To apply Perkin’s socioeceonomic analysis to their 

distinct, but often equally extreme and unsalutar>', societal models, shows a further shared 

commitment, at a fundamental level, to the professional ideal. Members of the Bloomsbury group 

were very readily isolated by their critics on class terms, by none so vehemently as Lewis, but if, as 

Perkin argues, it is necessary to sidestep the vocabulary of class in order to assess the real ideological 

agenda o f a professionalising society, then this differentiation comes to appear merely superficial. 

Suspending associations of class, in fact, certain consistencies can be distinguished between Lewis’s 

later authoritarianism and the complacent elitism notoriously expounded by Clive Bell in Civilisation, 

and often held to exemplify ‘Bloomsbury politics.’'^ Lewis’s ‘puppets’ (the happy automatons o f The 

Art o f  Being Ruled) and Bell’s ‘necessary’ serving class are similar attempts to generate a professional 

mythology, one which could certify, by exclusion, the continued autonomy of the (differentiated)

A case could even be made, in these terms, for a reading o f  English literary modernism as the literature o f  
England’s professionalisation. Such a broad reading is unfortunately beyond the scope o f  this thesis.

In her diary entry for 31 May 1928, Virginia W oolf complained that, with this book, Bell had reduced 
civilisation to ‘a lunch party at No. 50 Gordon Square.’ Quentin Bell, Bloomsbury (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson, 1968), p. 88.
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subject in a rationalised society. They are both a consequence of professionalism: two versions of a 

single professionalist utopia.

Before going on to consider the ramifications of this professionalist utopia, it will first be 

necessary to look more closely at Lewis’s imaginative interaction with the experience and status of 

work in contemporary England, with the advent and reception of scientific management, the 

expansion of industrial rationalisation, and the broader schematics of England’s professionalisation. 

Paying particular attention to Wiener’s North/South dichotomy, I will begin by focussing on Blast, 

situating it in terms of a cultural upheaval in England mediated through the rhetoric o f a struggle 

between an industrial and a pastoral imagined community. In particular, I will be looking at the 

influence upon Lewis and Pound of the rise of scientific management, an organisational movement 

which illustrates precisely the faultline between changing occupational practices and broader societal 

forces, and which, moreover, provides a prism through which the two major components o f the 

Vorticist movement, the literary and the visual, come to seem more united than is generally 

acknowledged. Having established this conceptual premise, I will go on to look at some of Lewis’s 

post-war painting, and in particular at the figures of the ‘Tyros’ to which he dedicated a large part of 

his second major post-war solo exhibition, Tyros and Portaits, in 1921. According to Perkin, a 

number of the fictions of this period can be read as mythologisations of the burgeoning professional 

ideal, ways o f justifying and normalising the existence of a new layer of professional experts across 

occupational fields, and so underpinning an imaginary framework within which the professional ideal 

might flourish. In his Tyro sequence, Lewis depicts a semi-mythicised set of grotesque caricactures, 

the demoralised denizens of a professionalist utopia, or dystopia, as it increasingly seems. These 

grinning automatons, analogues o f the members of Bell’s ‘serving class,’ are the perturbed and 

perturbing subjects of the nightmarish society of the future imagined in The Art o f  Being Ruled, 

analysis of which will conclude this chapter. At this juncture, I will examine what I identify as the 

influence upon this notorious and difficult text of the writing of a pre-war nucleus o f socialist thinkers 

in England. Writers like A.R. Orage and Ramiro de Maeztu, formulating the critical postulates of 

guild socialism in The New Age, had outlined a similar vision o f a society predicated along 

occupational, or caste, lines. This caste model in fact constitutes, as I will argue, a common feature of
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the societal philosophy of many o f those writers most heavily invested in the professional ideal. In 

making this connection, I will challenge some of the prevailing conceptions of Lewis as a thinker 

exclusively of the political right. I will argue against the continued application of what Perkin argues 

are already obsolete and often misleading survivals of the rhetoric of nineteenth-century ‘class 

struggle’ to trace instead a commitment shared by writers across the political spectrum to the success 

o f the professional project, whatever its potential -  and in some cases, as I will show, disquieting -  

costs.

North and South: Vorticism and Scientific Management

In 1913, The New Freewoman published a short review by Rebecca West o f the Imagist movement. 

(Imagism was still at this stage largely Pound’s movement. It would within the year be overtaken by 

Amy Lowell and Pound would transfer his allegiance to Vorticism.) In the review. West draws what 

seems at first an incongruous comparison. Perhaps intentionally echoing Pound’s own insistence 

upon the ‘scientific’ nature o f the artist’s work, she takes a metaphor from the unexpected field of 

industrial management science, then in its infancy:

[T]here has arisen a little band who desire the poet to be as disciplined and efficient 

at this job as the stevedore. Just as Taylor and Gilbreth want to introduce scientific 

management into industry so the imagistes want to discover the most puissant way 

o f whirling the scattered stars of words into a new star of passion.’*

Her choice of analogy is a fascinating one. F.J. Taylor and Frank B. Gilbreth were the contract 

engineers who had devised the system of scientific management for rationalising industrial 

management, a system involving time-trials, differential piecework and the rational division of labour 

which it was claimed could increase industrial productivity in some cases exponentially. Their system 

had only recently, after years of development, received sudden fervent global attention. O f course,

Rebecca West, ‘Im agisme,’ The New Freewoman, 1 (15 August, 1913), p. 86.

77



that a review of Imagism, let alone the work of two ‘efficiency engineers’ in the Northeastern US, 

could have any bearing upon Blast might not seem at first sight evident. Yet the terms of W est’s 

review -  West herself would go on to contribute a short story, ‘Indissoluble Matrimony,’ to Blast the 

following year -  are extremely illuminating, not only for an understanding o f the Vorticist aesthetic, 

but as a means o f synthesising some o f the more thorny problems of definition which have dogged 

Vorticism since its outset.

The history of the Imagist movement is a troubled one, but that Pound brought to Vorticism 

many of the precepts developed as part o f his Imagist experiments is widely acknowledged. Hugh 

Kenner, in his seminal work. The Pound Era, notes how in effect ‘the Image became the Vortex.’'  ̂

This continuity has caused a certain amount of scepticism about Pound’s underlying commitment to 

either aesthetic programme. Lewis, in 1927, criticised Pound’s contribution to Blast, arguing that he 

had simply produced work in his customary style which had no link to the Vorticist movement. 

Pound, he implied, had used Vorticism as he had used Imagism before it, as a publicity mechanism, a 

banner for his own work and the work o f his friends, with no regard for their shared aesthetic or 

artistic purpose. W hat’s more, he dismisses Pound’s Blast poetry for its ‘antiquarian and romantic 

tendencies,’ its ‘blustering trouvere airs.’ Certainly there is some validity to this, and many critics 

have been happy to consent to Lewis’s narration o f the case. But, as it seems was Lewis’s 

retrospective intention, this is to discredit Pound’s founding contribution to the movement. Pound’s 

contribution to Blast, ‘Vortex: Pound,’ outlines a poetic agenda consistent with that o f Lewis’s 

Manifesto and Notes. Poimd made some o f the most rounded and cogent explications o f the ‘vortex’

Hugh Kenner, (1971; London: Pimlico, 1991), p. 161. Kenner treats Imagism as in some
ways an inferior precursor to Vorticism, an equation Anderson Araujo has recently sought to revise, arguing for 
the centrality o f  the postulates o f Imagism to, for instance, the Vorticist idea o f the ‘primary pigment.’ See 
Anderson Araujo, ‘“I cling to the spar”: Imagism in Ezra Pound’s Vortex,’ Imagism: Essays on its Initialism, 
Impact and Influence, ed. by John Gery, Daniel Kempton and H.R. Stoneback (New Orleans: University of New 
Orleans Press, 2013), pp. 65-80.

Lewis makes these accusations in ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton’ in a ruthless attempt to write Pound out of 
the history o f  Vorticism: ‘Ezra Pound attached himself to the Blast Group. That group was composed o f people 
all very “extremist” in their views. What struck them principally about Pound was that his fire-eating 
propagandist utterances were not accompanied by any very experimental efforts in his particular medium. His 
poetry, to the mind o f the more fanatical o f  the group, was a series of pastiches o f old french or Italian poetry, 
and could lay no claim to participate in the new burst o f art in progress . .  . Pound supplied the Chinese 
Crackers, and a trayful of mild jokes, for our paper; also much ingenious support in the english and american 
press; and, o f course, some nice quiet little poems -  at least calculated to vex Signor Marinetti with their fine 
passeiste flavour.’ 7TFM, p. 38.
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-  his own formula to describe the work of the Rebel artists -  most notably in his 1916 study of 

Gaudier-Brzeska, a sculptor of whom Pound would always think as amongst the most significant of 

the twentieth century.^' Pound was in fact tireless in promoting Vorticism, cultivating the one major 

collector o f the art o f  the Vorticists, the Msh-American collector, John Quirm, and arranging the 

programmes and publicity for the two Vorticist exhibitions which took place in the US. These are not 

the actions o f the uncommitted. Pound’s Vorticist manifesto shares certain characteristics, certainly, 

with his Imagist manifesto, but ultimately what Pound brought to Vorticism was his own personal 

sense o f an aesthetic and artistic purpose, one he imposed upon those who surrounded him. Which 

brings us to the crux o f the matter, for that is precisely what Lewis did too. And there does seem to 

have been a disparity in purpose between Lewis and Pound at the outset, a disparity which has 

hampered any satisfactory definition o f Vorticism since. West’s article may, however, provide the 

key to some resolution o f their divergent aspirations.

Attempts to describe Vorticism as a unified aesthetic movement have generally foundered on 

what seems an incongruence between the manifestoes and the visual art o f its painters and sculptors -  

amongst them Lewis, Edward Wadsworth and Henri Gaudier-Brzeska -  on the one hand, and the 

literary contributions of writers like Pound and West on the other. Certainly beneath the joint 

leadership o f two such headstrong leaders as Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis some divergence 

seems to have been inevitable. However, it seems rash simply to dismiss out o f hand the creative 

interplay between Lewis and Pound during the Blast years, a dialogue which both men would in later 

life recount as one of the most important of their lives. Lewis would grant their alliance semi-mythic 

status when in Blasting and Bombardiering he refers to it as the union of the ‘first men of a future that 

has not materialised . . . [of] a “great age” that has not “come o f f” {BB, 256); while Pound’s lines of 

eulogy to his Vorticist cohort are amongst the most powerful and touching of any in his late Cantos.^^

Writing in the catalogue o f  the Gaudier-Brzeska Memorial Exhibition he organised at the Leicester Galleries 
in 1918, Pound asserted that his friend’s death at Neuville St Vaast “is, to my mind, the gravest individual loss 
which the arts have sustained during the war,’ a verdict he would reiterate in his memoir o f  the sculptor a year 
later. See Richard Cork, Henri Gaudier and Ezra Pound: A Friendship (London: Anthony d ’Offay, 1982), p. 5.

‘The scientists are in terror 
and the European mind stops.

Wyndham Lewis chose blindness 
rather than have his mind stop.’
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At first glance, of course, their separate contributions to Blast do sit uneasily together. The visual art 

o f Vorticism embodied an expressly industrial aesthetic. It was the stated intention of painters like 

Lewis and Wadsworth to incorporate the trappings o f an industrialised society -  its factories, its 

furnaces, its chimneys and shipyards and slums, its gridlocked, populous and overdesigned urban 

spaces -  into radically experimental works o f art worthy of a global power. Next to such 

monumentally ambitious work. Pound’s ‘blustering trouvere airs’ do at first appear ill-fitting. Yet the 

aesthetic credo which informed Pound’s poetry, and which he expounded in volume after volume of 

hortatory prose, was in fact on a more fundamental level entirely consistent with the industrialism of 

the other Vorticists. For one of Pound’s primary concerns as a poet (after his famous incitement to 

revolution: to ‘make it new’) was linguistic economy.

‘Use no superfluous word, no adjective, which does not reveal s o m e t h i n g . T h i s  was a 

decree which Pound repeated, in one form or another, often. It was for him one o f the features of 

good poetry that it be concise. That his artistic commitment to the reduction of linguistic waste has 

since, by way of Ernest Hemingway, become one o f the clich& of contemporary fiction-writing 

serves to obscure what was, in the pre-war period in England, in fact a revolutionary approach to 

language. His repeated declarations in Blast o f the need for ‘efficiency’ are delivered with an urgency 

it is now difficult to recapture. Pound’s radicalism has become the orthodoxy of a later age. But his 

‘Vortex’ can perhaps be a little better understood if viewed against the ‘waste’ of the great Victorians, 

the mellifluousness of Pater or Ruskin’s studied baroque. Pound stresses the contrast between two 

types of artwork: that of the Vortex -  ‘the point of maximum energy,’ ‘represent[ing], in mechanics, 

the greatest efficiency’ -  and that o f ‘the corpse,’ this latter a kind o f art characterised by ‘elaboration, 

expression of second intensities, o f dispersedness,’ a fairly clear reference to the by-now solidifying 

public conception o f Victorian art as the art o f diffusion (Bl,  153-4). In fact Pound repeats this

From Canto XCV. See The Cantos o f  Ezra Pound  (New York: N ew  Directions, 1970), p. 794.
Ezra Pound, ‘A  Few Don’ts by an Imagiste,’ first published in Poetry  (March 1913), pp. 200-206. It is worth 

in fact reproducing the subsequent few passages o f  this Imagist manifesto in full:
‘Use no superfluous word, no adjective, which does not reveal something.’
D on’t use such an expression as “dim lands o f  peace.” It dulls the image. It mixes an abstraction with 

the concrete. It comes from the writer’s not realizing that the natural object is always the adequate symbol.
Go in fear o f  abstractions. D on’t retell in mediocre verse what has already been done in good prose. 

Don’t think any intelligent person is going to be deceived when you try to shirk all the difficulties o f  the 
unspeakably difficult art o f  good prose by chopping your composition into line lengths.

What the expert is tired o f  today the public will be tired o f  tomorrow. ’
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anxiety about artistic dispersion no less than three times - ‘dispersedness,’ ‘the Dispersed arts,’ 

‘DISPERSAL’ -  in the space of two pages. In this sense, Pound’s ‘Vortex’ can be read as a resolute 

statement of support for the professional project. For at the heart o f the professional project lies a 

commitment, like Pound’s, to the reduction of waste and the optimisation of resources, be they 

industrial, economic, or human.

Nowhere is this more clear than in the scientific management revolution which was taking 

place in the US and across Europe, simultaneously with Pound’s Imagist and Vorticist revolutions in 

London.^"' As such W est’s identification of an indexical relationship between Pound’s and Taylor’s 

ideological bases, rooted as they are in the rational-professional paradigm, is commendably acute. 

For the advent of scientific management and its widespread adoption by the larger corporatized 

industries is a process intimately linked with the development of the professional project. Scientific 

management as a system and as an ideology aimed to introduce into industry a layer of white-collar 

professional managers, and to stratify industrial operations according to specific, increasingly 

specialised, functions. This was not a revolutionary proposal in itself All the elements of Taylor’s 

codification of scientific management actually pre-existed the movement, but they were collated in his 

work for the first time, and his 1911 publication managed to catch something of the spirit of the age. 

In fact, scientific management was to become, as Merkle argues, an ideological movement, 

capitalising upon the new discourse o f efficiency and feeding directly into the connected phenomena 

o f professionalism and corporatisation. The widespread adoption and dissemination of scientific 

management were part of the more diffuse reaction against concentrated capital, envisaging as it did 

the introduction of administrative layers of salaried management into the operational structure of 

industry. Management would, under new arrangements, no longer remain in the hands of owners or

Taylor’s seminal text, The Principles o f  Scientific Management, appeared in 1911. Its opening line situates 
the text immediately in the context o f  the ‘cult o f  efficiency’ addressed in the previous chapter: ‘President 
Roosevelt Roosevelt, in his address to the Governors at the White House, prophetically remarked that “The 
conservation o f  our national resources is only preliminary to the larger question o f  national efficiency.’” F.W. 
Taylor, The Principles o f  Scientific Management; Shop Management, p. 1. The ‘cult o f  efficiency’ in England 
became naturally interconnected with the advent o f  scientific management, though its national character was o f  
course rather different from that o f  its equivalent in the United States. See G.R. Searle, The Quest fo r  National 
Efficiency: A Study in British Politics and Political Thought, 1899-1914, pp. 77-102.

M y analysis will be grounded in the historical and theoretical material outlined in the valuable overview o f  
the scientific management movement produced by Judith A. Merkle, Management and Ideology: The Legacy o f  
the Scientific M anagement Movement (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1980).
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families. Hence the emphasis was to shift toward a new prioritisation of human capital. These 

principles would, after their adoption in one form or other across the spectrum of industrial 

operations, eventually be adapted to practically all workplaces, both public and private: financial, 

educational, administrative, even gradually permeating the voluntary and arts sectors. Scientific 

management, therefore, offered a template for widespread societal reorganisation.

Not a template, however, about which the English were unanimously enthusiastic. Industry 

was a focus of extreme anxiety at this time for a number of reasons, not least because the wealth of 

England was reliant upon its exports. As outlined in the previous chapter, English industry was badly 

in need of rationalisation: the US had been consolidating since the 1870s, and Germany had since 

unification been undergoing a process of thoroughgoing industrial overhaul. Industrial efficiency had 

become in the space o f a very short period, since Matthew Arnold’s solitary voice of recrimination 

was raised in the 1880s, a cause of national urgency. However, the prospect of the sort of 

rationalisation promised by Taylorism remained deeply unattractive to those with a direct stake in 

British industry. There were a number of reasons for this -  full analysis o f which are beyond the 

scope of this essay -  but broadly speaking, the existence of long-standing militant and powerful 

unions and an already partially developed system o f compromise between labour and capital, meant 

that, viewed in terms of welfare rather than productivity, British industry was seen by many as a 

triumph of organic industrial relations. This complacency amongst the political establishment led to a 

rush of non-establishment figures crying for intensified rationalisation, historical circumstances which 

can help to explain some o f the more prescriptively pro-industrial language of Blast. These public 

calls for rationalisation, like the many Royal Commissions and reports which had preceded them, 

went unheeded.^* The continued resistance on the part of prominent public figures to changing 

international standards of professionalism on the one hand, and on the other the sustained and 

widespread liberal championing o f the amateur, were to Lewis the products o f an intolerably 

obsolescent world-view. So, in light of the contemporary agitation for efficiency reform and

This was in spite o f  the new influence o f  a Labour party who might have been expected to take an interest in 
industrial reform. Lewis him self recognised the continued liberal bias amongst Labour figures, many o f  whom  
would have begun public life in the Liberal Party, such as Ramsay MacDonald, who though a Labour MP and 
eventually Prime Minister retained, as Lewis remarked in 1926, ‘the noble bearing and rather long hair o f  his 
old liberal days!’ ABR, p. 70.
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rationalisation, the Vorticist movement begins to seem more unified. Vorticism could be seen as an 

art form positioned expressly at the vortex of this rational-industrial paradigm, and in this Lewis and 

Pound were consistent.

Vorticism, then, gains a certain unexpected lucidity when viewed in the light o f this stubborn 

but gradually-relenting societal attitude to industrial development. The Vorticists, facing scorn, 

ridicule, and institutional intolerance, but inciting at the same time something like professional 

anxiety in the art establishment, stood in much the same position in relation to the relevant elites in 

pre-war England as the advocates o f scientific management. At the level o f public engagement, rather 

than the level of expert particulars, they were faced with many of the same challenges: both 

movements set out to revolutionise widely-held assumptions and perceptions. This had been Lewis’s 

agenda for some time before the advent of Vorticism even. In 1913 he makes some revealing 

comments in his presentation of a selection of work by English ‘Cubists.’ It was in the Cubist Room 

of the Exhibition o f  the Work o f  English Post-Impressionists, Cubists and others at the Brighton 

Public Art Galleries that the elements of what was to become Vorticism made their first public 

appearance. Lewis, in his (pointedly separate) catalogue introduction, wrote; ‘A man who passes his 

days amid the rigid lines of houses, a plague of cheap ornamentation, noisy street locomotion, the 

Bedlam of the press, will evidently possess a different habit of vision to a man living amongst the 

lines o f a landscape.’ The English Cubists (many of whom would go on to become Vorticists) would, 

he argued, attempt to convey this different perspective: their work ‘underlines such geometric bases 

and structure o f life.’̂  ̂ In fact, the work of his fellow Vorticist, Edward Wadsworth, goes further than 

Lewis’s in this respect. The son o f a Yorkshire industrialist, Wadsworth had an intimate familiarity 

with the sprawl o f the North. Lewis, in his obituary notice upon Wadsworth’s death in 1949, 

recounted a journey they took together ‘about 1920’ around the cities o f Yorkshire:

See Robert Upstone, “ ‘The Cubist Room” and the Origins o f  Vorticism at Brighton in 1913,’ The Vorticists: 
Rebel Artists in London and New York, 1914-1918, p. 28.
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In due course we arrived on the hill above Halifax. He stopped the car and we gazed 

down into its blackened labyrinth. I could see he was proud of it. ‘It’s like Hell, isn’t 

it?’ he said enthusiastically (fVLoA, 422).

This perverse relish seems to inform the best o f Wadsworth’s Vorticist work, simultaneously 

triumphal and bleak. He had, writes Lewis, ‘machinery in his blood’ (WLoA, 422). To date 

Wadsworth’s brief flowering under the auspices of Vorticism has been sadly undervalued.^* His 

sparse near-abstract woodcuts of industrial subjects -  ‘Newcastle,’ ‘A Yorkshire Mining Village,’ 

Rotterdam,’ ‘The Port’ -  are precise and masterful compressions of energy. In them, lines, grids, 

chimneys and factory facades, seem to intersect with glorious inhumanity, a vision o f rationalised 

industrial efficiency to match Pound’s pared-back poetry and Lewis’s ‘geometric’ man.

The combined investment of the Vorticists in a vision of an industrialised modernity -  at this 

juncture, during the Blast years, more unequivocal and unsceptical in approach than that of the work 

any o f them would produce after the war -  of course lent some of the distinctive colour to their very 

public enmity with Bloomsbury. Martin J. Wiener’s 1981 study, already mentioned, has been widely 

superseded as a work o f economic or industrial history. The thesis of the book is simplistic, and has 

been in many respects discredited, but as a piece of cultural history, and an overview of the ways in 

which some o f the most prominent English thinkers and artists defined their national identity, 

Wiener’s argument remains potent. In particular his examination of the changing place o f industry in 

England’s narratives o f selfhood remains incisive and illuminating. Following Fry and Pevsner, he 

traces a reversal o f English attitudes to industry after the 1850s. After 1860, he argues, after the 

deaths of three o f the ‘giants’ of British engineering -  Isambard Brunei, Robert Stephenson and 

Joseph Locke -  no captain of industry would ever again assume the same prominence in English

Wadsworth is now probably best known for his series of paintings of the Dazzle Ships he himself designed -  
using what certainly appears to be a Vorticist template -  to confuse enemy fire in the First World War, for 
instance. Dazzle Ships in Drydock at Liverpool, 1919, commissioned by the Canadian War Memorials Fund and 
now held at the National Gallery of Canada. However, a forthcoming essay on Wadsworth by Jonathan Black, 
in a collection on the Vorticists to be released too late, sadly, to be incorporated in this thesis, promises 
something of a revaluation.
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culture.^’ This he ascribes to a turn against the excesses of industry, and a new reactionary emphasis 

on the past, which ‘promoted a change in collective self-image from that of a still-young and 

iimovative nation to one ancient and peculiarly stable.’̂ ® This led, in W iener’s analysis, to a division 

in English notions o f self-hood which could be figured along a north and south axis: the one 

progressive, industrial, innovative, urban; the other pastoral, elegiac, conservative, and rural. ‘By the 

turn o f the century, the triumphant Southern metaphor had led many British to believe that their 

success was due not so much to continuing effort as to their unique cultural inheritance. ’ This victory 

was coupled with ‘the devaluation of both the locales of, and the qualities that had made, the 

industrial revolution.’ '̂ This is evidenced on a number o f fronts. A  score of influential late- 

Victorian historians and critics produced numerous accounts of the industrial revolution as what 

Arnold Toynbee called ‘a period as disastrous and as terrible as any through which a nation ever 

p a s s e d . I n  place of what Wiener calls the ‘industrial spirit,’ intellectuals right through the twentieth 

century cultivated the values o f aristocratic life and the land. He cites Noel Annan, who argued that 

‘the career o f moneymaking, industry, business, profits, or efficiency is a despicable life in which no 

sane and enlightened person should be engaged.

In light o f this argument, it is possible to read in Lewis’s sustained vitriol toward Fry’s 

Omega Workshops the resentment o f a suppressed narrative of English selfhood. The aesthetic of the 

Omega Workshops output has been described as ‘amateurist’ by more than its critics.^"* In fact, the 

terms used in its defence echo peculiarly the terms used by its denigrators. As already noted, Sir John 

Rothenstein, one o f the principle detractors of Bloomsbury, detects in the ‘clumsiness’ of Grant the 

influence of Fry’s love o f the ‘intelligent and sensitive amateur.’ In his favourable study of 

Bloomsbury design, on the other hand, Christopher Reed describes the ‘flouting o f craft standards’ at 

the Omega, which ‘proclaimed the Omega’s rejection of professionalism . . .  in favour of the ideals

Martin J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline o f  the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980, p. 29.
“  Ibid., p. 43.

Ibid., p. 42.
Ibid., p. 83.
Ibid. ,p. 131. Some o f  W iener’s comiections seem tenuous; furthermore, his broader economic argument, that 

this ‘aristocratic’ spirit inhibited economic dynamism, has been fairly categorically dismissed, relying as it does 
upon a simplified generational argument, as well as upon generalisations about two groups, ‘entrepreneurs’ and 
‘gentry,’ between whom there was far more dialogue and cross-pollination than he admits.

Famously the furniture produced by the workshops was liable to fall apart.
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behind the modem French art and critical theory Bloomsbury most admired’: in particular Matisse’s 

theories about the honesty of the ‘purely instinctive’ impression.^^ It was on this basis, argues Reed, 

mirroring Rothenstein, that Fry encouraged what remains the most characteristic features of the 

Omega produce: its ‘exaggerated irregularity,’ that ‘wilful clumsiness, suggestive o f the intelligent 

and sensitive amateur’ derided by the enemies of Bloomsbury. Instinctive rather than disciplined and 

polished expression lay at the core o f the Bloomsbury painters’ ethos, according to Reed: precisely 

the logic Lewis blamed for the diffusion of amateurism. Fry’s clientele were likewise committed to a 

persistently bucolic idea of Englishness, and the paintings o f Fry, Grant and Vanessa Bell reflect this 

bias in their depictions o f the (mostly Sussex though also southern French) countryside, and their 

preference for palletes based upon the colours of the natural world. They were not landscape artists in 

the Academy tradition, certainly, but their work never really deviates from a discernible code of 

tastefulness -  except, arguably, in some of the earliest near-abstract work of Bell’s, composed 

between 1910 and 1913, before she became close to Grant, who, according to her biographer, began at 

this point to seriously influence her work.^^

This championing of the amateur made it easy for critics like Lewis to brand the artists of 

Bloomsbury as representatives o f an imagined upper class: leisured, decadent aesthetes, the well- 

connected inhabitants o f the salon. This was o f course a case of recycling stereotypes. It was their 

very looseness that made them so easy to apply, and this Lewis did cynically, with gleefully malicious 

hyperbole. Wiener was criticised for his adherence to a simplistic classification o f social classes in 

England. According to Perkin, Wiener failed to differentiate within classes, cleaving instead to the 

discredited (and static) model of English class as a permanent tri-partite structure, when in fact the 

professional classes had come to constitute even by the late nineteenth century an evolving class of 

their own, a class riven, as detailed above, by internal divisions. Lewis similarly, and it would appear 

for strategic reasons, sought to publicly caricature the Bloomsbury painters in increasingly irrelevant 

class terms. He castigated them relentlessly as members of an effete upper class, and certainly

Christopher Reed, Bloomsbury Rooms: Modernism, Subculture, and Domesticity (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004), p. 121.

For an account of the sometimes uneven professional relationship between Grant and Bell, see Frances 
Spalding, Vanessa Bell {l̂ onAon-. Papermac, 1984).
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publications like Clive Bell’s Civilisation did not help their case. Lewis also criticised the verbosity 

of the Bloomsbury critics, the shared tone acquired from Pater and Moore: one pertinent criticism to 

which Lewis returned again and again was of Bloomsbury as an essentially ‘Victorian’ 

phenomenon.^^ Lewis could thus position himself on the side of the proletariat, the revolutionary, 

though in fact he was engaged in formulating an alternative model o f professionalism. Against their 

commonly-inherited distaste for ‘the profit motive’ Lewis, in Blast, posited an aggressive 

championing o f industry, commerce and modernisation, thereby polarising the terms o f the argument 

and invigorating the debate about national self-hood. North and South, professional and amateur. For 

Lewis, in contradistinction to Fry, art was resolutely an industry, and not only that, an industry in need 

o f rationalisation.

Tyros and Subjects

Lewis’s preoccupation with the industrial paradigm, and with the overlapping metaphors of industry, 

engineering and science lasted well into the l̂ ^BOs. But none o f the principle Vorticists, Lewis, 

Wadsworth, Etchells, Pound, would ever be able again to enter so fully, and with such ardour, into the 

spirit o f  industrial revolution than during the Blast years. The blind glorification of machinery 

entailed consequences that neither Pound nor Lewis seem to have envisioned. The experience of the 

First World War was o f course an extremely sobering antidote to the cult o f the machine indulged 

with such fervour in the pre-war era by many more than simply the Vorticists, and has often been 

cited as the explanation for the radically altered aesthetic approach which Lewis adopted in his post

war painting, and the tortuous inconsistencies of his critical writing.^* However, such a reading 

seems in some ways reductive of the much more complex engagement Lewis undertook with the

In his scathing essay about Roger Fry, ‘Roger Fry’s Role as Continental Mediator,’ Lewis refers to ‘the 
unreality o f  the Victorian milieu and traditions that are [Fry’s].’ WLoA, p. 199. Likewise, earlier, in his 1913 
round robin Lewis refers to the colour o f  the ‘skin’ o f  the Omega as “greenery-yallery,”’ referring to its 
continuity with the aesthetes o f  the 1890s: in the Gilbert and Sullivan musical. Patience, a young aesthete is 
referred to as ‘a greenery-yallery, Grosvenor Gallery, Foot-in-the-grave young man!’

Paul Edwards is the foremost advocate o f  this generously pacifistic reading o f  Lew is’s interwar political 
thought, a reading which seems to have been gaining widespread traction since the publication o f  his seminal 
study, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer,
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phenomena o f rationalisation, mass-production and the structural logic o f ‘the age o f machinery,’ ®̂ a 

process of interrogation which must be contextualised within the larger societal project of 

professionalisation. Lewis’s war-time and post-war paintings continued to engage with the 

consequences of an industrialised modernity. He never again painted the sorts of grid-like near

abstract cityscapes which had characterised his Vorticism. His art after the war became increasingly 

figurative, until, at least, the final, febrile, near-surreal flowering of his craft in the 1940s. Already, in 

1921, he had shunned abstraction. In April o f that year Lewis held an exhibition o f major recent 

works, ‘Tyros and Portraits’: the exhibition was wholly figurative. But this movement away from 

abstraction signalled only the begirming of a more nuanced -  and more rigorous -  engagement, in his 

painting, with the experience o f modernity.

The war enforced corporatisation and industrial rationalisation in England on a larger scale 

than had been hitherto imaginable. Much of the call for scientific management and national 

efficiency before the outbreak o f war had been largely, inescapably hypothetical. It was the 

experience of a long and unplanned war with Germany that forced partial reforms upon a largely 

obsolescent industrial infrastructure. The Defence of the Realm Act of 1914 enabled the martial state 

to implement and exercise unprecedented control measures over the domestic economy, requisitioning 

land, converting factories, nationalising the production o f munitions and other wartime resources. 

These developments originated as wartime expediencies, to be relinquished once Germany was 

defeated. However, in the war’s aftermath, the state never ftilly rolled back these levels of control. 

Britain had become involved (to an extent that the liberal consensus of the nineteenth century, even at 

its most reformist, had never been able to endorse) in the mechanism of production. It had become, 

through the exigencies of war, a de facto  conciliatory mechanism between the interests of the 

employers of industry and those o f an increasingly organised workforce.'*” It was in this changed

Thomas Carlyle, in an essay called ‘Signs of the Times,’ published in the Edinburgh Review in 1829, 
describes the ‘age of machinery’ with portentous gloom. Lewis prefers the phrase ‘Machine Age’ and deploys 
it, at any rate at this stage in his career, with considerably greater levity.

One signal development which emerged out of the war were the Joint Industrial Councils, trade-specific 
representative councils for the negotiation of issues related to working conditions, though their success was 
limited and increasingly, as the economic climate worsened between the wars, weighted on the side of 
employers. This would only change, in the 1940s, due to the principled interventions of Aneurin Bevin. See



social environment that the real implications of rationalisation for English society at large began to be 

appreciated.'" The actions o f the state at this time enabled and encouraged the spread o f the 

corporatised societal model. At the same time, as Perkin notes, the new conditions o f the post-war 

period facilitated the advent of large industrial conglomerates like Unilever and Imperial Chemical 

Industries. These are, according to Larson, the ‘two central structural changes [which] underlie the 

ideological shifl symbolised by scientific management . . . namely, the reorganisation o f production 

by the giant corporation and the quasi-simultaneous extension of state power and fiinctions.’ Writing 

about the American context, Larson notes the connection between these two phenomena and the 

professional project o f the late nineteenth century: Tt is during this phase o f transition toward 

corporate capitalism that American professions consolidated their position in the occupational and 

social hierarchies . . . [This] illumines the organic relationship of professionalism -  as an affirmation 

of expertise -  with the two central structures of the new social order: namely, the large business 

corporation and the s t a t e . T h e  same argument applies, chronologically somewhat later, to the 

English experience.

What the spread o f the state-endorsed corporatized industrial model ultimately entailed was 

an increasingly mechanised division o f industrial labour, effectively, a form of scientific management 

under other names. The consequences for the industrial subject -  the labourer initially, though of 

course scientific management was by no means restricted to the factory floor -  were devastating. 

Arthur J. Mclvor, collating a body of research into the topic in 2001, traces a real, cumulative 

deterioration in the experience of work at the subjective level in England over the course of the 

twentieth century, a deterioration consequent upon the logic of ‘efficiency’ and the diffusion of what 

might be called the technocratic, or in Lewis’s terminology, ‘mechanistic,’ imperative o f late 

capitalism. According to Mclvor, the rationalisation of the factory floor led to a real decline in the

Harry Braverman, Labour and M onopoly Capital: The Degradation o f  Work in the Twentieth Century, pp. 79- 
110 .

Rationalisation was comparatively slow in England, with industrial leaders and political figures continuing to 
resist Scientific Management as an alien system unsuitable to the unique British industrial question. This was 
indeed the case, but the harsh fact o f  the matter was that the uniqueness o f  Britain’s industrial landscape lay in 
its obsolescence. See Judith P. Merkle, Management and Ideology: The Legacy o f  the Scientific Management 
Movement, pp. 208-242.

Magali Sarfatti Larson, The Rise o f  Professionalism: A Sociological Analysis, p. 144.
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autonomy o f the worker, as the production process was subdivided into a series o f routine tasks. Each 

of these tasks could be, as the stop-watch and time-and-motion studies of the scientific managers had 

demonstrated, more quickly completed if it were refined into a simple repetitive procedure. This 

simple minimisation of work cycle times represents a seismic revolution in the experience of work in 

the twentieth century, and ‘the engine of such transformation was the combination o f automatic 

machinery and the diffusion of Taylorite “scientific management” ideologies of work organisation 

and labour c o n t r o l . T h e  skilled craftsman, responsible for the overall production process, was 

being replaced by the automaton. Conceptualisation was separated from execution, in a 

reorganisation o f the production process epitomised (and regularly demonised) in the flow production 

motor car manufacturing techniques o f Henry Ford. This fragmentation and deskilling o f labour is 

often construed as the necessary, ‘inevitable’ outcome of capitalism, a dangerous syllogism which 

critics like Harry Braverman dispute as no more than the ideological mechanism of a late-capitalist 

society. As Braverman points out, this false logic enables the kind of uninhibited exploitation 

represented for many -  though, notably, as I shall examine, not for Lewis -  by the Ford Company.

Hence there was a visible acceleration of the rate of scientific, industrial and corporate 

reorganisation in the early twentieth century. But the division of labour had been a troubling concept 

for social critics of much longer pedigree. Victorian critics like Ruskin, Carlyle or Arnold had 

already identified both the decline o f workmanship and the degradation of man under industrial 

conditions; but the critique can be traced even further. The Romantics were amongst the first to sense 

that modem rationalised and compartmentalised labour conditions, made clear after the industrial 

revolution, posed a threat to the categorical integrity o f ‘man.’ The Romantic imagination can be 

understood on one level as a reaction against industrial degradation; in this sense, the modernist 

sensibility, though generally expressly anti-Romantic, can be read (in its aversion to mass society, to 

commodification, to the consequences o f late-industrialisation) as a kind o f continued, albeit distorted, 

form of hyper-romanticism. As Bruce Robbins makes clear, the question of the ‘division o f labour 

and the specialisation of fianction’ -  questions o f enormous currency in early twentieth-century

Arthur J. M clvor, A History o f  Work in Britain, 1880-1950, p. 9.
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Europe -  had been major preoccupations of the Romantics. He cites Friedrich Schiller, who makes 

the Romantic case succinctly in the Aesthetic Education o f  Man:

When the community makes his office the measure of the man, when in one of its 

citizens it prizes nothing but memory, in another a mere tabularising intelligence, 

in a third only mechanical skill . . . when, moreover, it insists on special skills 

being developed with a degree of intensity which is only commensurate with its 

readiness to absolve the individual citizen from developing himself in extensity -  

can we wonder that the remaining aptitudes of the psyche are neglected in order to 

give undivided attention to the one which will bring honour and profit?''^

The division o f labour is here figured as an almost nightmarish threat to the corporeal integrity of 

man; the undeveloped subject, the misshaped mutant body, is postulated as the outcome of 

specialisation. If it is through the subject’s development ‘in extensity’ that he is constituted, then 

specialisation must be, as such, a violation of the integrity of the psyche, a deformation through which 

one mental or physical faculty is encouraged at the expense of others. Robbins goes on to posit this 

critique as a precursor of Matthew Arnold’s ‘Culture,’ a unifying (liberal) conception of a bulwark 

against disintegration. This is the shared mission of the triumvirate of Victorian social critics, 

Carlyle, Arnold and Ruskin.

O f course, these were not ancestors to which any self-respecting avant-gardist would have 

wanted to lay claim, and Lewis took pains to distance himself from the inheritance o f these Victorian 

forefathers. In the developing logic of Lewis’s ‘classicism’ (quite a proportion o f which could as well 

be described as ‘anti-romanticism’) it was of straightforward, ftinctional necessity that he disclaim 

any such influence. In Blast he makes explicit this differentiation by deploying and subverting one of 

the most potent tropes o f the late-Victorian critique of industrial modernity: Ruskin’s ‘Storm-Cloud.’ 

In ‘The Storm-Cloud o f the Nineteenth Century,’ the text of two lectures given in 1884, Ruskin gives

Quoted in Bruce Robbins, Secular Vocations: Intellectuals, Professionalism, Culture (London: Verso, 1993), 
p. 74.
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voice to an almost-mystical prophecy o f an industrialised future. In this famous essay, Ruskin 

portrays an England devastated by the creeping smog of industrialisation. In Lewis’s hands, however, 

this same material becomes instead a paean to industry. Where Ruskin spoke of the storm cloud of 

moral pollution, with obvious corollaries in industrial pollution, in Blast Lewis reverses the terms to 

equate the damp cloudiness of England with precisely its failure  to modernise. He calls, on the 

contrary, for more storm, for, that is, an accelerated project o f industrial modernisation:

CURSE the flabby sky that can produce no snow . . .

CURSE the lazy air which cannot stiffen the back o f the SERPENTINE, or 

put Aquatic steel down the MANCHESTER CANAL.

But ten years ago we saw distinctly both snow and ice here.

May some vulgarly inventive, but usefiil person, arise, and restore to us the 

necessary BLIZZARDS?

LET US ONCE MORE WEAR THE ERMINE OF THE NORTH {Bl,  12).

This is of course, as so much of Blast, a piece o f easy provocation. For in spite o f this vaunted anti

romanticism, on a number o f more fundamental issues his thinking was o f a piece with thinkers like 

Ruskin and Arnold. Paul Edwards goes ftirther than this, dismissing his fervent but ultimately facile 

anti-Victorianism and positing Lewis instead as Arnold’s inheritor.''^ This assertion points up a latent 

tension in Lewis’s attitude to the late-Victorian inheritance: a need to disclaim, but, what’s more, an

Paul Edwards points to the influence of Arnold upon, in particular. Enemy o f  the Stars, arguing that the split 
between Arghol and Hanp can be traced to the earlier set o f cultural binarisms posited by Arnold, particularly in 
‘The Buried Life.’ Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, pp. 144-150. Edwards is here echoing 
an earlier and extremely prescient observation by Edgell Rickword, who argued that ‘The Art o f Being Ruled 
should stand towards our generation in the same relation that Culture and Anarchy did to the generation of the 
seventies. It has the same intention, ardently pursued but not hortatory, o f arresting the degradation of the 
values upon which our civilisation seems to depend . . . and of reasserting the terms on which the life o f the 
intellect may regain its proper ascendancy over emotional and economic existence.’ See Jeffrey Meyers, TTie 
Enemy: A Biography o f  Wyndham Lewis (London: Routledge, 1980), p. 133.
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apparent inability even to recognise, the fundamental continuity o f his thought from that o f these 

Victorian forefathers.

A similar tension can be detected in Lewis’s attitude to the division of labour. Lewis’s ‘anti

romantic’ posture, his championing of industry, are presented with his customary sheer bravura. Yet 

such a stance must o f necessity lead to questions about the increasing tendency within industrialised 

society toward the division o f labour, the degradation of autonomy and the incapacity of the subject to 

develop ‘in extensity.’ The combined forces of professionalisation, corporatisation and rationalisation 

along Taylorite lines were effecting extraordinary changes to the fabric o f English social life. The 

loss o f autonomy was not, either, restricted to the shop floor. As the rhetoric of productivity gained 

sway, Taylorite systems began to be adapted across professional and occupational fields. For the 

Taylorite system was more than the simple ‘principles of shop management’ outlined by A.J. Taylor 

in 1911. It became, in the hands o f his followers, the blueprint for an ideology o f efficiency. 

Alongside the shop floor, traditional management structures were overhauled, the traditional owner- 

manager model replaced by a layer of contract managers, administrators and engineers; work 

practices were routinised; with the ultimate result that workers in every field were progressively 

deskilled. Forms o f the system were adopted within financial institutions, universities, hospitals, and 

eventually (after protracted resistance in England) even the civil service. As Perkin notes, this is but 

another front in the widespread assault of the professional ideal, its ultimate objective the removal of 

human error through the reduction of individual control over the processes of production. And the 

material benefits o f the system in terms of physical productivity are demonstrable. But Taylorism as a 

principle cannot be easily reconciled with the artist’s imperative. Autonomy is still crucial to Lewis’s 

understanding of the artist’s vocation.

In this, and in spite of his much-vaunted ‘Classicism,’ Lewis shows further his continuity 

with the Romantic conceptualisation of the artist. This rogue strain in Lewis’s thought has not gone 

undetected.'^^ The question of autonomy, then, of the control of the professional artist over the 

production o f his art, was one which a thinker of Lewis’s integrity would have to address if he was to

In a 1927 review o f  Time and Western Man, Lewis’s close friend Roy Campbell commented: ‘though one 
would like to believe him when he says his outlook is classical and intellectual, his methods, his style and his 
excitability betray him as the emotional romantic.’ TWM, p. 510.
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continue to advocate his professional ideal. In The Caliph’s Design, Lewis’s dismissal o f the 

amateurist tradition is unsupported by any real attempt to outline an alternative, to suggest what a 

professional artist’s practice might resemble. The model he postulates in his discussion of Picasso, o f 

‘creators’ and ‘executors,’ is but a superficial response to what he recognised was a serious dilemma: 

the loss of the artist’s autonomy in a society increasingly defined by a deskilled labour force. The 

metaphors of architecture and engineering similarly elide the pressing question as to the painter’s 

place in a corporatised society. Ultimately at the end of The Caliph’s Design this question remains 

unaddressed. But it is a problem to which he would return many times over the subsequent years, 

culminating in the extremely controversial proposals o f The Art o f  Being Ruled, his most thorough 

investigation of the issue, and a book which in many ways represents the summit of his thinking about 

the rational-professional paradigm.

For Lewis was by no means alone in identifying this dilemma. In some ways the question of 

autonomy can be seen as a point of concentrated anxiety -  a double edge -  for the many advocates of 

professionalism in the early twentieth century. For there is a structural tension at the core o f the 

professional ideal: the professional ideal is founded upon notions of transparency and meritocracy 

while simultaneously operating in reality upon the basis of exclusion and retrenchment. One 

stratagem may have been the assumption o f obscurity. Professional critics continue to diagnose 

society in terms of an obsolete tripartite class structure which serves to conceal their very presence, 

and its contradictory nature. However, when forced to address the question o f the viability and 

ethicality of an elite salaried professional caste, early twentieth-century spokespeople for the 

professional ideal devised some extremely inventive justifications for their existence. In the still- 

inchoate professional society between the wars, when the boundaries of professionalism had not yet 

been set and remained a highly contested field, the fantasies of the intellectuals who battled to inherit 

its legacy were free to effloresce. So in the early part of the twentieth century writers and intellectuals 

o f all political stripes fought to theorise and justify the exemption o f their various models o f a 

professional leadership from the dehumanisation and mechanisation of corporate rationalisation. The 

model of a ‘samurai caste’ laid out by H.G. Wells in A Modern Utopia in 1905 is generally cited as 

one of the earliest English texts of the twentieth century to address this question. Perkin positions
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W ells’ as the first professional utopia, the first societal vision grounded in the socio-political reality o f  

professionalisation. Variations upon this foundational theme he distinguishes in the social thought o f  

cultural groups otherwise at ideological loggerheads, Bloomsbury for instance -  he refers to Clive 

B ell’s notorious declaration o f  the need for a ‘serving class’ in Civilisation -  and the ‘Next Five Years 

Group’ (a group formed in 1935 which included in its membership Hobson, Lindsay and the later 

Wells) who conceived a more practicable vision o f a society operated by professionals."*’ These were 

all variations upon a theme: strategies for negotiating the realities o f professionalisation, each o f  them 

coloured by the professional interests o f  their exponents. Each o f them can be read as an attempt to 

construct a distinct professional ‘myth.’ Lewis’s art and writing in the post-war period represent a 

variation on this theme: for Lewis, the question o f an individuated subjectivity in an industrialised and 

rationalised machine world would centre upon the figure o f the creative artist.

The forty-five paintings and drawings included in the Tyros and Portraits exhibition can be 

read in this light as outcomes o f Lewis’s interrogation o f professionalised subjectivity. The Tyros -  

o f the forty-five works on exhibit there were are only five that can be definitely classified as Tyros,'** 

though as large oils on canvas they would have been prominent nevertheless as a group -  are 

grotesque portraits o f  grirming totemic figures. Most analysis to date has been focussed upon either 

the large surviving painting, A Reading o f  Ovid [Figure 1], or upon the illustrations to the 

accompanying journal, edited by Lewis, The Tyro, with some consideration also having been given to 

the unfinished novel, ‘Hoodopip’: together these disparate documents comprise a sort o f  cross-form 

utopian study, a precursor perhaps to his later Man o f  the World series, both in its multi-disciplinarity 

and in its ambitiously ‘elemental’ (hence universal) critical scope. In his introduction to the 

exhibition catalogue, Lewis defines them as on the one hand villainous egotists, ‘basking . . .  in the 

sunshine o f their own abominable nature’ {WLoA, 188); but they are on the other hand also abject

Perkin does an impressive job o f  identifying and uniting, in his analysis, a wide range o f  thinkers from across 
the ideological spectrum who grappled with this problem between the wars, with results o f  greater or lesser 
ethical appeal. He outlines Eliot’s demand for a ‘clerisy’ o f  intellectuals to oversee a reformed society, Yeats’s 
idealisation o f  the ‘despotic rule o f  the educated class,’ and the need identified by the poets surrounding Auden 
in the 30s for an educated leadership to ‘guide’ the proletariat, amongst others. These solutions are marked by a 
common feature: the identification o f  a liberally-educated meritocracy exempted from the otherwise desirable 
rule o f  professionalisation. See the chapter on ‘The Condescension o f  Professionalism’ in The Rise o f  
Professional Society: England Since 1880, pp. 390-404.

A Tyro About to Breakfast, Tyros (Showmen) Brealfasting, A Reading o f  Ovid, The School o f  Tyros and M r 
Wyndham Lewis as a Tyro. See Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, p. 254.
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figures, at the mercy o f a controlling agency. The range of their behaviour is, Lewis says, ‘necessarily 

very restricted; about that of a puppet worked with deft fingers, with a screaming voice underneath’ 

(WLoA, 190). They are, in both senses of the word, brutalised. According to Paul Edwards, they are 

both a satiric celebration of modernity and an affront to the tasteful (Bloomsbury) proprieties of 

contemporary high art: ‘Their untrustworthy sharp suits, their naively ingratiating self-confidence 

mark the Tyros as inhabitants of the modem urban world, prophetic of the spivs and wide boys of 

twenty-five years later.’'”  They are crude, volatile and jocular figures, post-war versions o f the 

British Tommy according to one critic,^® grirming with ingrained and gruesome obeisance to 

authority. They are the very symbols of a particular brand of modernity. Edwards seems in no doubt 

where Lewis’s sympathies lie in this instance: ‘The world is changing, and the crudeness and 

coarseness that accompany such transformations are to be celebrated as much as mocked.’ '̂ In 

following this line o f argument, however, Edwards seems to ignore the more sinister overtones to 

Lewis’s description of his subject. If these Tyros are brutalised subjects -  puppets worked with deft 

fingers -  the relish of Lewis’s approach, his bold bright colours, his stark line, seems to ally him at 

least equally with the brutalisers as the brutalised.

Edwards is right in his identification of a prophetic sense o f transformation in Lewis’s work 

o f this time. However, there is more than crudeness or coarseness at stake. What is at issue in an 

analysis of these paintings is not only the extent to which the modem subject is controlled or 

conditioned as part of the ideological ‘transformation’ o f mass-industrial modemity, but the extent 

moreover to which Lewis was happy to collude in what he recognised as a process o f bmtalisation. 

Lewis’s Tyros are the characteristic inhabitants o f the post-war world which he was 

contemporaneously begirming to dissect in the early drafts of The Man o f  the World, and in this text 

their bmtalisation is calmly accepted as a political inevitability. As Edwards allows, both the Tyros

Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, p. 254.
David Peters Corbett argues for a reading of the Tyros as Lewis’s true war paintings, registering the trauma 

and shellshock, personal and societal, of the war’s aftermath: ‘The central suggestion of these works is of 
individuals labouring under a massive weight of denial and distance from vital emotional pressures. Denial is 
written everywhere.’ He reads this sense of denial in the very smiles of the Tyros, strained and overdetermined, 
reminiscent of Lewis’s descriptions elsewhere of the ‘yard wide grins’ of the shellshocked British Tommy. See 
David Peters Corbett, “‘Grief with a Yard Wide Grin”: War and Wyndham Lewis’s Tyros,’ Wyndham Lewis 
and the Art o f Modern War, ed. by David Peters Corbett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 
113-5.

Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, p. 263.
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and ‘Hoodopip,’ the ‘life of a Tyro’ commissioned by Constable & Co. later the same year, were 

manifestations of Lewis’s developing satirical mode, a mode he was only now beginning to link to a 

tradition o f English satire, to Swift, Fielding and Hogarth. Edwards examines some of the 

continuities between the Tyro paintings and ‘Hoodopip,’ following Peters Corbett in his reading of the 

Tyros as returning soldiers:

In ‘Hoodopip’ this grin, and the trauma it suppresses, has developed into a more 

general infantilism and worship of the small. Lewis describes Tyronic life and its 

organisation in some detail, including its educational arrangements, its caste system, 

public monuments and so on. As the narrative developed, it evidently threatened to 

grow into the kind o f anatomy o f post-war culture that Lewis made in his non-fictional 

treatises o f the later twenties. This was a scope beyond what Lewis aimed for at the 

outset in his paintings.^^

For Edwards the ‘satire’ here is pictorial, directed against the pure formalism, and, as is clear from the 

garishness of his colouring, the tastefulness, of his contemporaries. They are, according to Edwards, a 

gambit in what was essentially a struggle for legitimacy between what Lewis saw as the aesthetic (and 

aestheticist) preoccupations o f his Bloomsbury peers and the newly narrative-driven, aggressive, anti- 

aesthetic he had developed in preparing his Tyros.

Edwards is here reiterating Lewis’s own claims for the exhibition: the catalogue of the 

exhibition contains a very pointed critique of the ‘graceful dilettantism’ of certain ‘hostile camps’ in 

the ‘great modem movement which has succeeded the Impressionist movement’ {WLoA, 187-8), a 

distinct reference to Fry’s Post-Impressionism. However, it can surely be argued that these (expressly 

satirical) paintings might at the same time contain some blueprint o f the vast lacerating satires and 

polemics Lewis would go on to produce over the subsequent decade. The connections between this 

satirical world and that o f both The Art o f  Being Ruled and The Apes o f  God seem certainly too clear

Ibid.. p. 259.
”  Ibid., p. 259.
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simply to dismiss. Even in naming his grotesque creations he seems to anticipate some of his later 

socioeconomic analysis. A ‘Tyro’ is by strict definition a novice, a trainee in some specific 

profession, though Lewis in a footnote to the introduction defines his Tyro as: ‘An elementary person; 

an elemental, in short’ (WLoA, 187). They are, he states, attempts to create the imaginative basis of a 

‘mythology’ of modernity: ‘Every child has its figures o f a constantly renewed mythology. The 

intelligent, hardened and fertile crust o f mankind produces a mature fruit of the same kind. It has 

been rather barren of late. Here are a few large seeds’ ( f fZoA,  190). And the Tyros were indeed large 

seeds, reappearing, as I will argue, in more sophisticated form as part o f the professional mythology 

Lewis outlined in The Art o f  Being Ruled. W hat’s more, these deft puppets can also be read as 

prototypes o f the gruesome marionettes of The Apes o f  God: they are alike expressions o f Lewis’s 

idiosyncratic form of ‘satire,’ one differentiated from traditional satire in that it has no moral basis.̂ ** 

These mechanised bodies represent instead an attempt at a sort o f nightmare-satire, intimately linked 

to Lewis’s critique of modernity. His Tyros are a grotesque but crucially -  in the spirit of objectivity 

and science -  ethically neutral caricature of the mass man of rationalised modernity.

If the Tyros can be understood, then, not simply as a visual response to the visual strictures of 

the contemporary style, but as instead figures in a satire on industrial modernity, it may be helpfi.il to 

examine more closely some of the trappings of their imagined environment. This environment was 

the subject of the five large oil portraits, of which only two survive, though recently a photographic 

reproduction has surfaced o f a third painting, A Tyro about to Breakfast [Figure 2].^  ̂ These paintings 

are supplemented by the sketches and illustrations included in the journal Lewis edited the same year, 

The Tyro. O f these, most of the paintings and all o f the sketches represent anonymous, male, suited. 

Tyros, grinning and facing the viewer with what for the most part seems aggressive impunity. They

Lewis elucidates the peculiar nature o f  his satire in Men without Art, in a section previously produced as a 
pamphlet, ‘Satire and Fiction’: ‘There is o f  course no question that satire o f  the highest order has been achieved 
in the name o f the ethical will. Most satire, indeed, has got through upon the understanding that the satirist first 
and foremost was a moralist. And some o f  the best satirists have been that as well. But not all. So one o f  the 
things it is proposed to do in these pages is to consider the character and the function of, non-ethical satire; and 
i f  possible to provide it with a standing, alongside the other arts and sciences, as a recognised philosophic and 
artistic activity.’ MWA, p. 88.

The two paintings which survive are A Reading o f  Ovid, held at the National Galleries o f  Scotland, and Mr 
Wyndham Lewis as a Tyro, held at the Ferens Art Gallery in Hull. I have Paul Edwards to thank for bringing the 
photograph o f  the third painting to my attention. The other two lost Tyro paintings were entitled Tyros 
(Showmen) Breatfasting  and The School o f  Tyros.
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are decked in the distinctive trappings of the professional: the suit, the tie, the buttoned collar and 

bowler hat. The large self-portrait marks one exception to this standard, in that Lewis is of course 

named as its subject. As already mentioned, both Peters Corbett and Edwards have read the Tyros as 

shell-shocked soldiers, traumatised figures, existing uneasily in the social envirorunent to which they 

have finally returned. Lewis might justifiably ally himself with these veterans, though he took pains 

to deny any lasting personal repercussions he might have suffered from his war experience. However, 

the uncovering of the third portrait, A Tyro about to BreaJrfast, rather complicates this reading o f the 

series, featuring as it does a more languid figure, wrapped in a dressing gown, sitting to a disordered 

breakfast which seems to include a large glass of red wine. I will return to this figure presently, 

enabling as it does an even broader societal application of Lewis’s peculiar Tyronic satire, a satire 

founded, I argue, upon an intuition on Lewis’s part of the new professionalist ideal which was 

transforming English society. In these paintings, he is creating a mythology o f the present: its visual 

referents are those o f the novice, the trainee, the apprentice in some particular occupation. The irony 

would appear to be that these Tyros, though dressed in the uniform of modem professionalism, are 

occupied only in leisure, an irony which masks a more penetrating and more disturbing observ'ation 

about modernity: how spaces of recreation were increasingly offered as the site of self-expression and 

self-definition, in often stark contrast to an increasingly mechanised and rationalised workplace, 

characterised on the contrary by deskilled repetitive labour and the decline, across all occupational 

fields, o f autonomy.

This is a phenomenon which Lewis identifies in The Art o f  Being Ruled as an ideological 

mechanism, a device for insidious control by an elite (if ill-defined) few. Yet if, as Edwards argues, 

his portraits o f the Tyros are in fact a celebration of the brutalised subject o f mass modernity, then 

Lewis must appear to be sanctioning the mechanisms of social control which he argued elsewhere 

produce these smiling automatons. So we are faced with one o f the most unsavoury sides to Lewis’s 

politics: that he could recognise this pervading circumscription, but consider it unworthy of his 

concern. Lewis’s few references to Henry Ford would seem to support such a stark interpretation of 

Lewis’s attitude to the contemporary proletariat. Henry Ford was o f course the pioneering industrial 

magnate behind the Ford Motor Company, in whose Highland Park Plant, near Detroit, was installed
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in 1913 the first o f the notorious assembly lines o f the twentieth century. Ford’s management practice 

was by all accounts intolerant and in some cases inhumane. In fact, ‘Fordism’ -  a term still often 

confused with Taylorism, though there are some important distinctions^^ -  came to stand for the now 

universally discredited management philosophy which sought to reduce as far as possible the level of 

human input into the production process in favour of mechanisation. In an early chapter of The Art o f  

Being Ruled, Lewis paraphrases a passage from Ford’s recently published autobiography. My Life and 

Work, in which Ford disclaims accusations of staff mistreatment: he argues instead, with what Lewis 

calls ‘admirable candour,’ that ‘a great deal o f humanitarian sentiment is wasted on the “terrible 

mechanical conditions” under which his employees work. He insists that from long experience he is 

convinced that they ask nothing better than to be given a quite mechanical and “soulless” task’ (ABR, 

43). This o f course constitutes a dangerously unqualified use o f so extremely suspect a source -  for if 

Henry Ford is denying allegations of mistreatment, Lewis owes his reader at least some summary of 

what these are -  but this is unfortunately typical of Lewis’s polemical style. Here he allies himself 

with one o f the foremost magnates of American industry, a figure who has since come to be 

synonymised with all that was malignant and demeaning about the assembly-line mass-production 

techniques of twentieth-century America. That said, it was for the most part only retrospectively that 

the repellent exploitation and mistreatment o f labourers at the Ford plant, for which Henry Ford’s 

cultivated ‘candour’ was but a public front, came to be generally recognised. Nevertheless, this 

declaration o f allegiance with the forces of capital indicate a sinister indifference to the dignity of the 

labourer.

O f course the dignity o f the labourer was never Lewis’s concern. What’s more, his vision of 

a mechanised modernity encompassed members of all classes: as I argued in the previous chapter, it is

Taylorism, while founded upon the stop-watch tests of engineers in the early twentieth century, was not 
developed with a mechanistic agenda. According to Merkle, the ‘vices of Fordism’ undermined ‘the image of 
rational enlightenment so carefully nurtured by the scientific managers, [and] reinforced the picture of “ruthless 
American efficiency” so often encountered in domestic and foreign analyses of modem industrial production.’ 
See Judith P. Merkle, Management and Ideology: The Legacy o f the Scientific Management Movement, pp. 94- 
98.

Lewis’s subsequent decision, toward the end of the book, to draw a parallel between Henry Ford and Jesus 
Christ seems in hindsight comically unfortunate -  he suggests that ‘Ford or Lord Leverhulme’ might very well 
‘make good their claim for a bigger halo than Christ’s,’ before suggesting the life of Christ was on the whole 
more desirable than that of a ‘harangued’ modem millionaire. ABR, p. 372. This would not be the last time that 
Lewis would be taken in by a dangerously charismatic public persona.
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one of the characteristics of a professionahsed society that, using the rubric of class, it renders 

traditional class divisions ultimately obsolete. Instead the members of each professional field are 

defined and limited by their occupation. Their leisure, their culture, as evidenced in the leering faces 

with which the two Tyros regard their Ovid, is illusory. Even the one figure who is not presented in 

the standard-issue uniform of the modem professional, the recumbent Tyro at his cluttered breakfast 

table, can in this context be seen to inhabit the same compromised social environment as his fellow 

subjects. After all, the dressing gown, the half-drunk bottles of wine, the meagre ‘breakfast’ 

accoutrements, might be read as the coded regalia of the louche bohemian. What’s more, the poise, 

the robe, the elongated neck and curiously downcast eyes, are all strangely reminiscent of the portrait 

of Edith Sitwell which Lewis would begin the following year [Figure 3]. If this Tyro can in fact be 

understood as a prototype of one of the sham-bohemians he would begin pillorying in the early drafts 

of The Apes o f God some time later, then his Tyronic satire must be broader than is generally 

allowed,^* no longer restricted to those who had experienced first-hand the horrors of the First World 

War. So while the paintings are certainly on one level, as Edwards argues, a response to the tasteful 

decorativeness of Duncan Grant and Roger Fry, and on another level register the trauma of the First 

World War on the fabric of post-war social life, as Peters Corbett maintains, they are also, I would 

argue, glimpses of a professionalist imaginary. The world of the Tyros can be seen, consequently, as a 

sort of occupational caste society, a utopia even, given the evident relish with which Lewis presents 

these brash creatures, these garish specimens o f ‘a new type of human animal.

For Lewis the subject of mass modernity was a compromised and abject category, one out of 

which h was the true artist’s business to force his way. During the 1920s, it was through this precise 

distinction -  between the 'subject’ as a broad theoretical category and the ‘artist’ as a narrow 

occupational one -  that he attempted to resolve the crisis of professionalism. That the distinction was 

so flagrantly artificial, so logically insupportable, could arguably be brought to account for much of

Tom Normand has gone further than other critics in identifying the Tyros with Lew is’s critique o f  the ‘A pes’
or ‘bourgeois-bohemians’ whose artistic ascendancy was now being fortified. According to Normand the Tyros
are in fact caricatures o f  the contemporary intelhgentsia. In particular, he argues, “‘A Reading o f  Ovid” was a
graphic account o f  the artlessness, absurdity, and simple-mindedness o f  the most powerful brokers o f  culture in
England.’ Tom Normand, Wyndham LeM.’is the Artist: Holding the M irror up to Politics, p. 96.
59 See Paul O ’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius: A Life o f  Wyndham Lewis (London: Jonathan Cape, 2000), p. 229.
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the brittleness and posture o f Lewis’s Man o f  the World texts. Certainly what remains most striking 

about a text like The A rt o f  Being Ruled  is the extent to which Lewis pre-empted two o f the most 

influential conceptual models o f  later critical theory, recognising at this early stage both the 

mechanism o f  the ‘Culture Industry’ and the horror o f the ideological circumscription o f the subject 

within late-industrial society: what Louis A lthusser would later define as ‘in te r p e l la t io n .L e w is ’s 

complex intellectual organisation, however, w ith its system o f  paranoid defences and preconditioned 

overreactions, means that even in his best critical work, the result is sometimes skewed and 

unsatisfying. It was when he disregarded this syllogistic and reactionary formula that he was capable 

o f  his best work; when he shook o ff the artificial -  and controversialist -  public persona o f ‘the 

Enem y.’ W hen his imagination is brought to bear in contemplation o f the dignity o f  the artist, as it is 

in one o f the most lasting images o f  the 1921 exhibition, Wyndham Lewis as a Tyro [Figure 4], the 

effect is far more striking and the pictorial solutions far more complex.

Lewis figures him self here as a stark and jagged-edged silhouette, leering from under a broad- 

rimmed hat like the ones in which Lewis was often photographed, and for which, it seems, he was 

occasionally privately ridiculed.^' The tone o f this painting, as w ith the others in the group, seems to 

presage the darker comic-book art o f  the 1950s, with its blunt delineation o f shadow, its elementary 

use of colour, its menacing populism. Certainly it ran in definite opposition to contemporary 

standards o f  ‘good taste.’ But in the use o f  that recognisable prop -  the broad-rimmed hat which 

Lewis included in every self-portrait he ever made, a sort o f  convenient shorthand for the artist’s 

occupation, easily recognised and so readily consum ed -  Lewis seems furthermore to be commenting 

upon the conventions o f the artist’s profession itself. There is discernible here the suggestion that the

Louis Althusser popularised his definition of ‘interpellation’ as the process whereby individual agency 
becomes circumscribed or subsumed within the social order, in ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: 
Notes towards an investigation.’ See Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, transl. by Ben Brewster 
(London: New Left Books, 1971), pp. 121-173. Paul Edwards picks up on this parallel, noting the 
‘Althusserian’ connotations of Lewis’s Vorticist work: its dehumanisation, its ‘stoic embrace’ of the constricting 
determinism of modernity. Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, p. 125.

Winifred Gill records her memory of Lewis at the Omega Workshops in 1913: while she rested on a bedstead, 
Lewis entered the back show room and thinking himself unwatched, tried on in front of the mirror an outsize 
black and white hat: ‘He cocked it slightly to one side to his satisfaction, then, taking a few steps backward, 
raised his hand as though to shake hands with someone and approached the mirror with an ingratiating smile.
He backed again and tried the effect of a sudden recognition with a look of surprised pleasure. Then, cocking 
the cap at a more dashing angle his face froze and he turned and glanced over his shoulder with a look of scorn 
and disgust.’ See Paul O’Keeffe, Some Sort o f Genius: A Life o f Wyndham Lewis, p. 125.
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artistic occupation is threatened by the same processes of mechanisation as any other. In hne with his 

reading o f the exhibition as a whole, Edwards sees this self-portrait as an implicit acknowledgement 

that ‘Lewis is of the same species as the Tyro, and it seems to be the spectacle o f our world that 

causes him to raise a quizzical eyebrow and grin with silly canines e x p o s e d . A g a i n ,  Edwards’ 

reading o f the Tyros series seems generous. To say Lewis’s expression in the portrait is ‘quizzical’ is 

to evade the extremely sinister implications of the image: Lewis here imagines himself as just another 

‘deft puppet, with a screaming voice underneath.’ And the face of this self-portrait is eerily masklike: 

a carapace, hollow, without subjectivity. There are registers of something eerily dystopian in this 

grimacing self-portrait, a portrait that seems as such suggestive rather o f a nightmare vision of the 

mechanised artist than as any kind of camaraderie with the universal ‘novice’ o f mass modernity. In 

any case it strikes a note of ambivalence, an unacknowledged weakness in his theoretical armoury. It 

was a weakness he would patch up for his authoritarian polemic in The Art o f  Being Ruled, but which 

would ultimately draw him back from the more dangerous excesses of the 1930s.

An Occupational Utopia

The Art o f  Being Ruled  was the first book-Iength work to appear out of the sprawling body of text 

originally intended to comprise a single monumental ‘treatise,’ The Man o f  World, which was rejected 

by Chapman and Hall in 1925. All the various (published and unpublished) segments o f Lewis’s 

monolithic project explore substantially the same subject -  the malaise, as Lewis saw it, of post-war 

English and European culture -  from different theoretical and aesthetic angles. Lewis as such sets 

himself up as consecutively economist, political analyst, philosopher, satirist and literary critic: a 

series o f roles which categorically resists specialisation. This is of course a paradoxical position for 

Lewis, the proclaimed professional, to assume: in the logic of professionalisation, the critic must be 

regarded as unqualified to speak on any subject but that of his own profession. The ‘general critic’ 

has no authority in a comprehensively rationalised society. However, in this professionally

Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, p. 263. 
was not, however, the first written. The history o f  the production, disassembly, and reconstruction o f  The 

Man o f  the World is a complex one, which I will look at in more detail in the next chapter.
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unorthodox role Lewis wishes to establish himself as the exception rather than the rule: the argument 

of The Art o f Being Ruled is resolutely pro-specialisation for all but the elite few. What’s more, in his 

analysis, it is in a manifestly professional capacity that he sees his duty: to diagnose the ills of modem 

society, without appeal to a popular readership, and in the interests ultimately of the public good.

The Art o f  Being Ruled is, broadly speaking, his book of political analysis. Largely occupied 

with the ideological landscape of contemporary Europe, and with the broad socio-political 

consequences of mass-industrialisation, corporatisation and what he saw as the inevitable, 

consequential process of globalisation. The Art o f Being Ruled is a vast work of cultural and socio

economic inquiry, conducted with urgency. The conclusions to which he comes in this study are 

probably amongst the most incisive of any in the Man o f  the World series. His analysis of what can 

be recognised retrospectively as a prototype of the ‘culttire industry’ (a term which would not be 

coined until Adorno and Horkheimer published their Dialectic o f Enlightenment more than 20 years 

later) is at times startlingly apposite.^ He identifies, in the course of his argument, wide-reaching 

strategies of ideological control, in the interests of the newly corporatised economic powers of state 

and private capital, implemented through the emerging mass-media, the press, and the manufacture of 

‘fashion.’ According to Lewis, ‘revolutionary’ art is implicated in this concentration of corporate 

power: he goes further even, coimecting the by-now fashionable ‘revolutionary’ rhetoric of the avant- 

garde with a model of the industrial prototype. However, in extreme contrast to Adomo and 

Horkheimer’s analysis, his attitude to these insidious mechanisms of ideological control betrays -  and 

in this his differences from the Frankfurt school could not be more marked -  a frightening equanimity.

The primary cultural malaise which Lewis sets out to confront in this text manifests itself in a 

number of troubling symptoms. Lewis points to what he sees as the encouragement, or perhaps, it is 

suggested, the manufacture, of a number of ‘cultish’ enthusiasms amongst on one level the 

‘revolutionary rich’ and at a more secondary level the labouring masses. He mounts his critique using

^  Mark Perrino notes this corollary between Lewis and Adomo and Horkheimer’s theory with respect to The 
Apes o f  God: 'Apes captures the awkward transition from the genteel custom o f  artistic patronage to the “culture 
industry” studied by the Frankfurt school. It presents the first extensive treatment o f  the culture o f  modem  
celebrity and its genres, hype and gossip.’ Mark Perrino, ‘Marketing Insults: Wyndham Lewis and the Arthur 
Press,’ Twentieth Century Literature, 41:1 (Spring, 1995), p. 60. His observations are acute and substantially 
correct, only that the treatment had begun some years earlier, in The Art o f  Being Ruled.
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a variety o f sources, from the popular press, from anthropology, philosophy, political science, and 

literature, to demonstrate the insidiousness and ubiquity of what he considers a peculiarly modem 

phenomenon of cultural degeneracy. It is on many levels an offensive text: in fact it is hard to know 

at which level his analysis is the most repellent. His attack on what he calls the ‘revolutionary rich’ is 

spirited, and at times inspired, but it is nonetheless informed by a callousness with regard to the 

human subject, and the democratic project, which surely caimot fail to disturb the reader. His 

attitudes to homosexuality, to dictatorship, to feminism, and to women in general, betray strains o f the 

most intolerant prejudice. However, it is the brutality of his treatment o f the ‘common man’ which 

has made this diatribe so notorious. Some of this brutality might be attributed to bravado. 

Alternatively, given the outright hilarity of his descriptions of the life o f the ‘associational’ man, 

perhaps a case could be made for a reading of The Art o f  Being Ruled as political satire. Certainly at 

times the humour is o f a many-fronted type, intended to disconcert the reader on a number o f layers, 

and his descriptions of the blissfully cretinous average man of the coming society are amongst the 

most outrageously ftmny he ever wrote. Tyrus Miller undertakes a thorough interrogation o f the 

particular form and implication o f Lewis’s humour. Lewis’s laughter is o f a ‘self-reflexive’ variety, 

which Miller links with Beckett’s, as comparable forms of laughter summoned as a last resort, an 

attempt ‘to preserve . . .  a subjectivity at risk of dissolution.’^̂  By this means. Miller attempts to 

account for the manic dehumanised desperation, the theatricality, the exaggeration o f Lewis’s satire, 

all features o f the wild near-hysterical hyperbole of The Art o f  Being Ruled. Analysis of the real 

comic energy in Lewis’s work is scarce, and Miller’s theoretical approach is rigorous and thorough 

and certainly to be commended. Nevertheless, in The Art o f  Being Ruled, Lewis’s casual brutality 

toward the ‘idiot’ masses can be extremely unsettling.

Perhaps most unsettling is Lewis’s contention that the complicity o f the media, the press and 

the various mechanisms of ideological control in this project of enforced passivity is a genuinely

In the second chapter o f  his book-length study o f  what he defines as ‘late modernism,’ Tyrus Miller links 
Lew is’s definition o f  the object o f  his satire as ‘nonhuman, nonpersonal’ laughter with what Beckett calls 
‘mirthless laughter.’ In so doing. Miller makes the case for designating both Lewis and Beckett -  alongside 
others -  as ‘late modernists,’ as against the high modernists, a quite satisfying categorical tool which has already 
proven extremely popular within modernist studies. His argument as regards Lewis is summarised succinctly at 
the end o f  the chapter. Tyrus Miller, Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the Arts Between the Wars 
(Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1999), pp. 62-64.
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acceptable method of manufacturing social ‘harmony.’ In the interests of the ruling, meritocratic 

elite, coercion is for Lewis not only acceptable, but in fact necessary as an alternative to force. ‘Force 

is a passing and precarious thing, whereas to get inside a person’s mind and change his very 

personality is the effective way of reducing him and making him yours.’ His vision of the life of the 

ruled is one reminiscent o f Orwell, a life he envisages as

stereotyped on a narrow fashionable plan, of use for the day or time; full o f kind, 

protective illusions, like a screen round a child’s bed; full o f nicely arranged flowers, 

little presents, and meaningless courtesies, a life of name-days and birth-days, 

mechanical work, easy bursts of animal laughter, all tied up in a little neat bundle 

with a comfortable personal vanity {ABR, 93).

That he can conjure this picture of meaninglessness with such indifference is typical of the challenges 

which the book presents to a reader. For while he is capable o f identifying the ‘vast economic 

interests’ at play in the reorganisation of modem society, he sees in their machinery only a means to 

orchestrate a sort of controlled utopia: a sanguinary survey o f what amounts to a model of 

authoritarian control.

In fact, the chief evil against which Lewis rails in The Art o f  Being Ruled is the 

‘revolutionary’ rich, the middle-class inheritors of the wealth o f the late Victorian and Edwardian 

boom. In his assault on this group, laid out substantially in the fifth, sixth and seventh sections of the 

text, Lewis was laying the grounds for the broad-ranging cultural, political and philosophical critique 

o f the post-war period which was to follow. In this portion o f the book, he accuses the revolutionary 

rich of fostering a number o f lifestyle cults: the cult of the artist, the cult of the child and the cult of 

the homosexual. O f course for Lewis the behavioural patterns o f the super-rich are o f negligible 

importance in themselves. What matters, and what has emerged as a new phenomenon since the end 

of the First World War, is the monopoly o f the revolutionary rich over the field of artistic production, 

meaning that the work o f art is now at the mercy of the whims o f the ‘Chelso-Bloomsberries’ who 

regard its production as a sort of fashionable hobby, from which no living need be made and,
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consequently, no standards o f execution need be maintained. From this premise, Lewis launches into 

an at times extraordinarily tenuous and imprecise series of imprecations. The cults identified above 

are the lynchpins for his argument, all of them in his eyes interconnected and ultimately deriving from 

the same source. The many cultish enthusiasms of the super-rich are for Lewis symptoms of a single 

movement: the retreat of the privileged into the infantilism, irresponsibility and the ‘passivity’ of the 

feminine.

His overarching argument is that ‘the masculine is not the natural human state, but a carefully 

nurtured secondary development above the normal and womanly.’ This masculine development he 

goes on to refer to, suggestively, as a ‘temperamental erection’ {ABR, 166). He hereby aligns the 

masculine -  the ‘carefully nurtured secondary development’ -  with the true work o f art, the outline of 

which we must be given to infer would resemble a ‘temperamental erection.’ Lewis describes the 

artistic culture of ancient Greece, tellingly, as one significant manifestation of this ‘temperamental 

erection’: ‘Were we as self-conscious and intellectually enterprising as the Greeks, as able to give 

effect and a lovely concrete shape to our obsessions, we should have our towns at present ftall of large 

statues of little children . . .  as the Greeks filled [theirs] with athletes’ {ABR, 165). W ith this neat 

equation Lewis summarises his argument that the Olympian standards of art and masculinity are 

threatened by the post-war ascendancy of the feminine, the amateur, the ‘invert,’ and the unskilled. 

In this he is of course continuing the line of critique first signalled in The Caliph's Design, where he 

berated those who would open the esoteric nature of the artistic impulse to the layman, the child or the 

amateur. Here, however, we begin to get more of an idea o f his alternative -  his ‘temperamental 

erection.’ And here, furthermore, the art of the amateur has been indexed to both the dissemination of 

democracy and to the eclipse o f a ‘masculinist’ artistic culture.

In his later recollections, Lewis would disclaim the political authoritarianism o f his writing 

during the 1920s, but it is difficult while reading The Art o f  Being Ruled to accept this stance as 

anything but, to say the least, disingenuous. He would return to his attack on the revolutionary rich -  

the amateur doyens of the Millionaire Society -  in The Apes o f  God, a novel which simultaneously 

exemplifies his alternative to the formalised and commodified ‘modernism’ which he associated with 

amateurism and decay: the satire. For the purposes of The Art o f  Being Ruled, it was enough for him
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simply to identify their presence and to dismiss them as ‘rentiers’: a parasitic class whose money was 

unearned and -  significantly -  whose function was indistinct. In so doing Lewis reveals a fault-line 

that can serve to demonstrate a theoretical disjuncture in The Art o f  Being Ruled. Lewis’s attack on 

the revolutionary rich constitutes a substantial part of the text: roughly speaking, Parts V-VIIL 

amounting to almost half o f the book.^^ But this is only one thread o f a complex many-fronted 

assault. The other main objective o f The Art o f  Being Ruled was to outline a ‘new’ society, a coming 

order which will be founded on fundamentally altered structures o f power. The Art o f  Being Ruled is 

in fact a text with two very separate imperatives: Lewis’s critique of the revolutionary rich involves 

an Adomo-esque critique o f methods of control, while his vision of the coming order is a kind of 

Nietzschean dystopia founded upon ideas of occupational circumscription. Andrzej G^siorek points 

to this very duality when he identifies ‘a tension in Lewis’s work between the satirist who inveighed 

against homo stultus, disparaging the majority o f humankind as graceless puppets, and the utopian 

who wrote book after book of cultural criticism intended to enlighten the general reader and who saw 

art as the means by which escape from mechanism may be effected.

It is a duality of which Lewis himself seems to have been not altogether unaware. In 1951, in 

the intellectual memoir. Rude Assignment, written explicitly and confessedly to repair a deeply 

damaged reputation and, as he acknowledged, to ‘counter misinterpretations’ {RA, 205), Lewis 

devotes a considerable amount of space to The Art o f  Being Ruled. In it he draws a distinction, similar 

to that detected by G^siorek, between the two fundamental impulses o f the text. On the one hand, he 

says, the text can be read as a utopian exercise: ‘The Utopia, or the “blessed kingdom,” emerging 

from the picturesque analytical labyrinth of this book, if one o f quiescence, obedience, receptivity.’ 

However, on the other hand, the book includes also ‘An account, comprising many chapters, o f the 

decadence occupying the trough between the two world-wars,’ an analysis o f ‘a moronic inferno of 

insipidity and decay (which is likewise the inferno of “The Apes of God”). That was, as it were, 

Utopia-gone-wrong’ {RA, 183). As I will argue in the next chapter, Lewis had begun to register this 

contradiction long before 1951. In fact, by late-1926, within months of publishing The Art o f  Being

“  This division is not a very clean one, as there is considerable continuity and overlap between the sections of 
the book dedicated to the contemporary scene, and the more theoretical material with which it is surrounded.

Andrzej G^siorek, Wyndham Lewis and Modernism (Tavistock: Northcote House, 2004), p. 78.
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Ruled, he had already begun to separate the two centres of focus and to treat o f each individually. 

However, in The Art o f  Being Ruled, he simply ties them together clumsily, making in the process a 

noxious synthesis for which he will spend many years apologising.

What he claims in this radical, sprawlmg text, very loosely and unconvincingly, is that the 

bourgeois-bohemians o f the present day democratised and emasculated elite, the vanguard of the 

‘moronic inferno,’ will be simply superseded by the (unidentified) ‘rulers’ o f the coming society. In 

the new, potentially ‘fascist,’ world, the ‘rentier’ will be rendered economically obsolete and will be 

organised out o f existence. If taken at face value, of course, this argument would render his urgent 

indictment of the bourgeois-bohemians superfluous. If there is no room for the idle rich in the coming 

society, why does he go to such lengths to discredit them? Likewise, if he is as complacent as he 

maintains about the circumscription of the new order, why write a book like The Art o f  Being Ruled at 

all? These are ftindamental contradictions in the text, derived from its disparate and warring 

imperatives; for these two imperatives -  the critique of the revolutionary rich and the prediction of the 

coming order -  are methodologically separate and in fact theoretically incompatible. The fact is that 

these are the product, as Gj^siorek points out, of two distinct critical impulses. The ‘moronic inferno’ 

must be disentangled from the occupational utopia, if the book is to be comprehended in any 

meaningful way. Once separated, it becomes clear that it is in fact the outlines o f the ‘quiescent 

utopia’ -  the society stratified by occupation -  that constitute the most controversial section of an 

almost uniformly controversial book.

Lewis’s premise is that in the ‘new’ society he predicts as inevitable, art will simply be 

removed from the ambit of the ordinary citizen. A separate order o f ‘rulers’ will be trained. What 

this society might resemble is set out in the fifth section o f the book. Borrowing a trope from Goethe, 

Lewis divides the world into ‘two species and two worlds, which incessantly interfere with each other, 

checkmate each other, are eternally at cross purposes’: ‘natures’ and ‘puppets’ {ABR, 125). Those 

classified by Goethe as ‘puppets’ are in Lewis’s analysis mechanical men, machines -  the ruled. 

These ‘puppets’ or marionettes feature strongly in Lewis's fiction. It is in their conftised desire for 

the life o f the ‘nature’ that their discomfort, and the grotesque physical comedy of his satire, arises. 

For the real wish o f the ‘puppet,’ according to Lewis, is to lead a disciplined and circumscribed life.
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They wish to be ‘obedient, hard-working machines, as near dead as possible -  as near dead 

(feelingless and thoughtless) as they can get, without dying’ {ABR, 151). What leisure they require 

will be of a conventional, proscribed sort; in this he anticipates making great use of the channels of 

ideological control, in particular, as he intuits, the mass media. However, it is in their function as 

efficiently operating machines that these (crucially docile) semi-automatons can be o f use to the 

coming society:

[T]he more you specialise people, the more power you obtain over them, the more 

obedient they are. To shut people up in a water-tight, syndicalised, occupational unit 

is like shutting them up on an island. Further, occupation, in a world of mixed races 

and traditions, is the most natural classification {ABR, 151).

The vision of a society of happily brutalised Tyros is simply a precursor to the societal model of The 

Art o f  Being Ruled. Lewis’s utopia is in this reading no more than a hyperbolised model of the 

already rationalised and functionalised societal blueprint of Europecin modernity: almost a 

grotesquery, or phantasmagoria, o f professional society.

Lewis was not unique in formulating this ideal o f a society stratified by occupation. The 

model was a common one in early twentieth-century political theory; common what’s more to 

thinkers o f a wide spectrum of ideological schools. G^siorek identifies Lewis’s ‘discomfiting claim 

that at any given time there is only a small number o f individuals with the ability to think, create, or 

rule; this led him to derive a caste-based model of society from Sorelian syndicalism and, in the 

process, to make use o f an alternative naturalising discourse, which focussed not on heredity but on 

aptitude.’ *̂ Elsewhere he goes further, arguing that "The Art o f  Being Ruled defended a meritocratic 

caste system in which a trained elite (which Lewis had no personal desire to join) was to take on the 

harsh and often unpleasant duties o f government. Within this model, the fact of state power -  its 

necessity and even desirability -  was openly to be acknowledged, not dressed up in cosy sentiments

Andrzej G^siorek, Wyndham Lewis and Modernism, p. 79. Lewis’s debt to Sorel is explicit and 
acknowledged in the text -  an acknowledgement I will be examining more closely in the next chapter.
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that served to conceal its w o r k i n g s . L e w i s ’s text has been the subject of many less judicious 

readings. What should also be acknowledged, in support of G^siorek’s scrupulous approach to 

Lewis’s politics, is that the idealisation of a caste society has in fact a wide pedigree in early 

twentieth-century European thought. The model of the institutionalised caste system makes its 

unpalatable appearance in the writing of a surprising number of public intellectuals in the early 

twentieth century: those o f H.G. Wells or Clive Bell in England, Georges Sorel or Julien Benda in 

France. Harold Perkin associates these caste mythologies with those o f figures like Yeats and Eliot, 

categorising them as foundational myths for an emergent, elitist professional class. Lewis had, then, 

some precedent. In particular, and perhaps at first sight surprising, are the parallels upon which I will 

be focussing in what remains of this chapter, between the argument o f The Art o f  Being Ruled and the 

political thought of the network of writers and critics who gravitated, in the pre-war period and during 

the First World War, around The New Age.

Lewis and The New Age

Wyndham Lewis in 1937 called himself ‘the most broadminded “leftwinger” in Europe’ {BB, 340). 

This claim has proven baffling, in particular to those committed to the narrative o f Lewis as proto- or 

crypto-fascist. Many have chosen to discount the assertion as either a rhetorical pose or a dialectical 

strategy. However, this was not the only occasion on which Lewis claimed some affiliation with 

thinkers of the left. These assertions seem to demand a more nuanced return to Lewis’s politics, 

something which a number of critics, notably Alan Munton and Andrzej G^siorek, have in recent 

years been working to supply. I hope to contribute to this revision o f Lewis’s politics by excavating 

his historical connection with the network of intellectuals who contributed regularly to the ‘Socialist 

Weekly,’™ The New Age, before and during the First World War. In particular, I will trace his

Contained within this model however, G^siorek argues, lies a contradiction, between Lewis’s ‘radically 
meritocratic’ vision o f ‘a social system predicated on a separation o f  functions,’ and Lew is’s less salutary 
‘defence o f  sharp distinctions between individuals.’ Andrzej G^siorek, “‘Jujitsu for the Govemed”?: Wyndham 
Lewis and the Problem o f  Power,’ Wyndham Lewis Annual, 8 (2001), pp. 33-5.
™ The subtitle was dropped after only a week, but The New Age never shed its commitment to a particular 
evolving brand o f  socialism. Guild socialism is generally seen as a renegade branch o f  the Fabian/Labour
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connections with Alfred Orage and Ramiro de Maeztu. I thereby intend to posit an unacknowledged 

connection between Lewis and the more radical wing o f  the guild socialist movement -  a sub-textual 

presence informing in particular The Art o f  Being Ruled, which was in Lewis’s surprising formulation, 

‘what would be called a Leftwing book.’ I will argue that this text represents the furthest reach o f the 

radical socialist energy in Lewis’s politics, an energy that veered for many others into fascism. In 

particular I will posit a now largely-forgotten guild socialist text, written in 1916 by Ramiro de 

Maeztu, as a key precursor o f The Art o f  Being Ruled, using it as a prism through which to read 

Lewis’s political radicalism, his socialism, and its partial overlaps with the distinctly anti-humanist 

bias o f The New Age?'  ̂ In doing so I will be articulating what I see as a very specific political 

genealogy to Lewis’s ‘socialism,’ tracing in the writing o f  The New Age an ideological precedent for 

the curious complex o f  Lewis’s politics in the 1920s.’^

As early as 1914, the pioneering guild theorist A.J. Penty published an essay in the New Age 

in which he cited ‘the Caste system o f  the Hindus, as it exists in theory, as an example o f an ideal 

social structure.’ According to Penty, ‘the idea that different kinds o f men have different natural 

functions and can only co-operate successfully when they stand in a certain definite relationship to 

each other, is the true social c o n c e p t i o n . L i k e  Lewis’s, this caste system would be founded upon 

meritocracy rather than the accident o f birth.̂ '* Penty’s is, however, unlike Lewis’s, a Ruskinite vision 

with, at its core, a medievalist faith in pre-industrial systems o f  production: in fact it seems at first

movement now; however, it should be remembered that in the pre-war period socialism (like ‘modernism’) was 
by no means fixed in what was to become its dominant Fabian-inclined form.

It is important to note that this is a chain of influence which Lewis seems to have taken pains to discount. 
There is no mention made in The Art o f  Being Ruled o f Orage, Maeztu, T.E. Hulme or the philosophy o f guild 
socialism. Yet the pertinence of this cluster o f thinkers to Lewis’s intellectual development, their sympathy 
with Sorel -  and Lewis’s undeniable proximity to them -  makes their absence seem more calculated than 
otherwise.

There are a number of ways in which we might begin to trace these connections. The most obvious would be 
to enumerate the direct and explicit textual presence o f Lewis in the pages o f the journal. This would involve 
listing every story, article and letter Lewis actually published in The New Age, as well as the criticism by others 
in which Lewis is either explicitly or implicitly addressed. Lewis’s position within the social context o f  The 
New Age circle would also need to be investigated: through exhaustive biographical research the extent o f 
Lewis’s attendance at Orage’s weekly sessions at the Cafe Royal, at Hulme’s Frith Street salons, and at the ABC 
on Chancery Lane, could be ascertained, and his position within the network established. This is an important 
line of enquiry, but is unfortunately outside the scope o f this thesis.

A.J. Penty, ‘The Upside-Down Problem,’ The New Age, 14: 24 (16 April 1914), p. 746.
Lewis makes this aspect of his caste model clear: ‘How would the caste system be built up? It would no 

doubt ensue from the more and more rigid establishment o f vocational texts on the American pattern, which are 
already being introduced into Europe. This will probably develop into an examination system on Chinese lines. 
This caste system would then be entirely built on faculties or gifts, not on what we roughly call character.’ ABR, 
pp. 324-5.
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sight peculiar to find him endorsing a social model as this, founded upon radical inequality. Penty’s 

ruminations here are o f the briefest, and certainly lack any theoretical sophistication, but they do point 

up a fundamental structural property o f many of the collective socialisms of this period -  guild 

socialist, syndicalist, fourierist -  all of which encompass in some way or another the notion of a 

society stratified by occupation. This was a potentially unpalatable truth, something many critics 

failed or refused to acknowledge. Not so A.R. Orage, who galvanised a group of intellectuals during 

his tenure as editor o f The New Age to interrogate the wage system, to shed the medieval trappings of 

the earliest proponents of the guild, and to develop a body of uncompromising and pragmatic guild 

socialist theory. Orage acknowledged openly the caste implications o f some o f the more extreme 

collective socialisms (his own included). Lewis, in his reflections on syndicalism, makes some 

similar observations.

Orage was sole editor o f The New Age from 1907 to 1922. Under his eclectic leadership, the 

journal became, in the years leading up to the First World War, a vehicle for the development of a 

nascent and often contradictory guild socialist theory. It was also a home for the radical literature and 

criticism o f the pre-war avant-garde, particular during the yCiirs 1911 to 1918, publishing T.E. Hulme 

and Ezra Pound, as well as being one of the earliest journals to publish a piece o f Lewis’s short 

fiction. The New Age has received increased attention from literary critics in the past few years, but 

its position within the narrative o f modernist literature, perhaps much like Lewis’s, is a complex and 

contested one. Orage was an unusually inclusive editor, encouraging dissent and a divergence of 

views amongst contributors to the journal: the resulting synthesis was neither doctrinaire nor 

programmatic. On the contrary, its most salient characteristic remains its catholicity:

For Orage, the exposure o f ideas was ‘the intellectual sunlight in which rank ideas 

either grow sweet or die.’ The New Age aimed to provide both the ideas and the 

sunlight. As a result it is wrong to assume, as is sometimes the case, that the
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contributors writing in the N ew  Age represent any form o f collective opinion. Its 

promulgation o f divergent views was a deliberate editorial approach.^^

As such, it defied categorisation while it was being published, and continues to defy categorisation 

today.^^ The fluidity or unfixity o f  its editorial policy has proven an obstacle to its assim ilation into a 

cogent narrative o f the period, and has ensured a level o f  continued and sometimes heated debate 

about its status, its politics, its artistic tendencies. In attempting to make sense o f this fluidity, critics 

generally have recourse to the personality o f  Orage. According to W allace Martin, Orage harboured 

the ‘Promethean objective’; to fmd ‘a single solution . . .  to all o f the outstanding political, economic, 

social, and cultural problems o f  his tim e.’̂ ’ The eclecticism or untidiness o f The N ew  Age is, 

according to this formulation, the product o f O rage’s holistic or, in M artin’s phrasing, ‘scholastic’ 

agenda.^* Arguably the consequent disorder militated for almost a century against its inclusion in the 

favoured list o f  the heroic ‘little m agazines’ o f  modernism. Only in the changed environment o f 

twenty-first-century modernist and periodical studies have archivists and critics begun the process o f 

the journal’s rehabilitation.

If, as M artin argues, Orage provides the key to the puzzle presented by The N ew  Age, it will 

be helpfiil first o f  all to enquire a little into his critical temperament. His editorial interests were 

broadly speaking threefold: politics, art and literature, and philosophy. In particular after 1910, the

”  John Wood, ‘The Social Modernism of Orage and The New Age,'
(http://modmags.dmu.ac.uk/File/wood social modernism orange new age.pdf; accessed 10 Oct, 2013), p. 5. 
Wood goes on: ‘Journals, Orage considered, fell into two main classes, “representative” and “presentative.” The 
New Age fell into the presentative category. It would precipitate and present new ideas, rather than just reflect 
and pander to pre-existing trends. The New Age from the start set itself up as a “neutral ground” for debate. “We 
shall invite and welcome discussion even when, as sometimes happens, our own cherished convictions are the 
first to be challenged,” Orage promised his readers in 1908. It is this deliberate encouragement and 
promulgation of contemporary intellectual thought which is the New Age’s most lasting direct legacy and why it 
is such an important source of modernist themes.’ Ibid., pp. 5-6.
Elsewhere, however, Orage contradicts this reading of the journal as ‘presentative,’ when he argues that ‘It will 
be found, if we all live long enough, that every part of The New Age hangs together; and that the literature we 
despise is associated with the economics we hate as the literamre we love is associated with the form of society 
we would assist in creating.’ A.R. Orage, ‘Readers and Writers,’ The New Age, 14: 2 (13 November 1913), p.
51.

There was for instance surprising resistance from some quarters to its digitisation as a ‘modernist journal’ as 
part of the Modernist Journals Project in 1996. Ann Ardis for instance, while acknowledging its importance in 
presenting the literature and art of the pre-war modernists, voices scepticism about its status as a document of 
‘literary modernism’ at all. Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922, p. 157.

Wallace Martin, The New Age Under Orage: Chapters in English Cultural History (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1967), p. 40.

Ibid., p. 197.
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magazine could be divided into socialist political commentary, radical artistic experiment (much o f it 

now discemibly modernist or avant-garde), and an evolving critique of humanism. Orage was one of 

the early proponents o f Nietzsche in English, and his fostering of a post-Nietzschean and Bergsonian 

philosophical dialogue makes sense in these terms. He was also interested in radical art, first Ibsen, 

then Sickert, and The New Age published work by Lewis, Pound, Mansfield, and Herbert Read. In 

1911 one o f Lewis’s early Breton stories, ‘Brobdignag,’ was published in The New Age's literary 

supplement.™ Lewis would go on to participate in the semi-staged debates facilitated by Orage about 

representation and the avant-garde. And Orage was to reserve particular praise for Lewis’s play, ‘The 

Enemy o f the Stars.’ It is not to be imagined that Orage was by any means a wholehearted advocate 

of the avant-garde: he was reserved about Pound, and about Vorticism as a movement, primarily 

because o f their splintering chaotic tendency, anathema to a thinker with Orage’s penchant for 

intellectual harmony. But his consistent support of both Pound and Hulme, not to mention his 

ongoing negotiation o f Nietzsche’s work, demonstrate his powerful sense o f the potential intellectual 

and creative exchange between radical politics, radical philosophy, and radical art.

That said, 77ie New Age was, and announced itself as, first and foremost, a political journal. 

Politics were, quite literally, to the front. The one consistent cause to which the paper was committed 

was the political creed of guild socialism. That Orage was a committed socialist has never been 

brought into doubt. He joined the Leeds branch of the ILP at the age o f 21, and in 1906 when he 

arrived in London formed the Fabian Arts Group, which became a sort o f dissenting wing for those 

unhappy with the direction of the Fabian Society. Out of this dissenting movement were developed 

the principles of guild socialism, from the Morris-inspired medievalism of Penty, through the more 

rationalised and crucially modernised industrial theories of S.G. Hobson, G.D.H. Cole and later R.H. 

Tawney. It might be worth at this stage outlining very broadly some o f the principles of guild 

socialism, which were, as Wallace Martin notes, ‘an ingenious synthesis of political Socialism and 

industrial Syndicalism.’ The guild socialists wanted to see the Trade Unions converted into guilds, 

each o f which would assume full control of its own operations and profits. Each guild would operate 

by a charter negotiated with the state: high standards of quality and fixed prices would be established:

™ ‘Brobdignan’ was published in the ‘Literary Supplement’ o f The New Age on 5 January, 1911.
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and the guilds would pay a single tax to the state. A severely curtailed state would continue to

function as a legislative body and conduct international affairs. As such, the guild socialists were

opposed to ‘the gargantuan bureaucracy of Fabian Socialism, with its omnipotent centralisation of 

,80power.

Given the specialist focus o f this enquiry into what was called ‘the wage system’ of modem 

capitalism, it is not surprising that critics for so long failed to note its interconnections with Pound’s ‘I 

Gather the Limbs o f Osiris,’ for instance, or the art criticism of T.E. Hulme. The challenge presented 

to a critic o f The New Age by this enormous cross-disciplinary enterprise has only recently been taken 

up. The work of Ann Ardis, Tom Steele, and Peter Jackson, principally, following the magazine’s 

digitisation as part of the Modernists Journal Project between 1996 and 2004, has revolutionised 

interpretations o f the journal, though the influence o f the pioneering work of Wallace Martin must 

also be acknowledged: his 1967 text. The New Age Under Orage, was a groundbreaking study, 

pointing up a number of avenues of investigation which would nevertheless remain underexplored for 

a number o f decades. Instead, the combination o f disparate elements were treated for the most part as 

discrete elements o f the journal. Orage’s patronage of T.E. Hulme, for instance, often seen as 

somehow irreconcilable with the principles o f guild socialism, was often written off as simply another 

aspect of the New Age's eclecticism. Orage himself, however, gives us reason to suppose otherwise. 

In the New Age in 1913 he wrote: ‘It will be found, if  we all live long enough, that every part of THE 

NEW AGE hangs together; and that the literature we despise is associated with the economics we hate 

as the literature we love is associated with the form of society we would assist in creating.’*’ Orage 

here reveals the holistic nature o f his project, a project which in some ways arguably presages Lewis’s 

in the 1920s: Orage as editor might even be seen as performing something of a similar fiinction to 

Lewis as a sort of ventriloquist in The Man o f  the World. For there are important correlations between 

Orage’s and Lewis’s separate conjunctions o f socialism and anti-humanism, making The New Age a 

perhaps particularly apposite home for Lewis’s early writing.

Wallace Martin, The N ew  Age Under Orage: Chapters in English Cultural History, p. 209.
This statement comes as part o f  a peculiar editorial, defending the inclusion o f  Pound’s criticism in the journal 

(alongside the critical responses o f  Beatrice Hastings), but stating nevertheless that: 'Mr. Pound—I say it with 
all respect— is the enemy o f  THE NEWAGE.' This curious dialogue has been documented by Ann L. Ardis,
‘The Dialogics o f  Modemism(s) in the New Age, 'M odernism /  M odernity, 14:3 (2007) pp 4 0 7 ^ 3 4 .
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Gary Taylor has written well on the nature of Orage’s intellectual development. He identifies 

two major threads in Orage’s thought: on the one hand, the Nietzschean commitment to philosophical 

individualism and, on the other, a radical moral objection to the wage system, which for Orage, as for 

most radical socialists, represented the ultimate degradation and enslavement of the working classes. 

According to Taylor, Orage sensed the continuity between these two commitments only intuitively, 

and spent his editorship o f the New Age seeking a way to resolve them.*^ Tom Steele traces Orage’s 

intellectual development further, to the decade he lived in Leeds. Steele bridges Taylor’s gap with his 

figuration o f what he calls the ‘aristocratic socialism’ of the Leeds Arts Club o f which Orage, Jackson 

and Penty were founding members.*^ Steele’s is an important contribution to the subject, but one 

which I think forces an anachronistic unity upon the material. For it was only through the network of 

influences which focalised around the New Age before the war that these disparate elements began to 

coalesce: a crystallisation to which Lewis was not only privy but, I would argue, indebted, and which 

was given its most comprehensive exposition in the wartime writing o f another now largely-forgotten 

New Age  writer, Ramiro de Maeztu. By 1916, having alienated more moderate thinkers like Cole and 

Hobson, Orage and Maeztu began to develop a philosophy of function, not dissimilar from Lewis’s 

own later espousal o f a radically anti-humanist ‘socialism,’ his amalgamation of Nietzsche and Sorel 

in The Art o f  Being Ruled. The same functional principle that informs Lewis’s occupational utopia 

had provided the key to the philosophical socialism of a radicalised New Age after 1915. This 

functional principle, and its ramifications for the guild socialist programme of The New Age, were 

given their most extensive treatment in the crucial series of essays by Maeztu, collected and published 

in book form as Authority, Liberty and Function in the Light o f  the in 1916, in the course of

which he combined the philosophy of Hulme and Nietzsche with the societal imperative of radical 

socialism, providing a holistic moral and philosophical framework for Orage’s socialism and, I will 

argue, outlining the shape o f Lewis’s occupational -  or functional -  utopia a full ten years before The 

Art o f  Being Ruled was published.

Gary Taylor, O rage and the New Age (Sheffield; Sheffield Hallam University Press, 2000)
See Tom Steele, Alfred Orage and the Leeds Arts Club, 1893-1923 (1990; Mitcham: The Orage Press, 2009).
The text’s full, and rather unwieldy, title is Authority, Liberty and Function in the Light o f  the War: A 

Critique o f  Authority and Liberty as the Foundations o f  the Modern State and an Attem pt to base Societies on 
the Principles o f  Function (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1916).
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Before doing so, however, it will be necessary to provide a little biographical inform ation 

about the now almost-forgotten Ramiro De Maeztu. M aeztu was a Basque writer with English 

ancestry, roughly contemporary with Orage. He was a m em ber o f  what came to be known as the 

‘Generation o f 1898,’ a nucleus o f  novelists and critics, including figures like M iguel Unamuno and 

Pio Baroja, who came together in M adrid in the early years o f  the twentieth century and, disillusioned 

with the hidebound forces o f Spanish conservatism, attem pted to assess the nature o f Spain’s 

perceived decline. M aeztu’s first book, Hacia otra Espana, was published in 1898: in it he derides 

Spain for its retrogression, its lack o f an organised or responsible intelligentsia and its persistent 

failure to modernise. He moved to London in 1905, hoping to learn more about international 

socialism, and writing for Spanish journals at home. W hile in England, he became involved in Fabian 

and later in O rage’s guild socialist circles. A nother com m itted socialist, he wrote com pendiously for 

ih-Q N ew  Age. Most importantly, he was responsible for a series o f  political articles published in 1916 

under the title. Liberty, Authority and Function in the L ight o f  the War. After the war he returned to 

Madrid, by now wholly disillusioned with the European project and advocating a policy o f  Spanish 

isolationism. He died in 1936. A series o f literary essays which he published in Spanish in 1926, 

Don Quijote, Don Juan y  La Celestina, received some limited attention after his death, but 

surprisingly scant attention has been paid to his work in English, possibly because o f  his later 

commitments as a right-wing activist during the Spanish Civil War.*^

In this o f  course M aeztu follows a pattern common to many intellectuals between the wars, 

and certainly the parallel with Lew is’s own drift to the right could be fruitfully exploited. There is no 

evidence o f any direct chain o f  influence between the two. The only recorded cormection is 

disappointingly sterile: in 1913, M aeztu wrote an account o f  a viewing o f  Lew is’s lost masterpiece, 

Kermesse, the conclusion to which was conventionally disparaging about the aims o f  the new 

abstraction: ‘To express the soul o f the tomato one must also paint a tom ato.’*̂  Certainly

Maeztu was shot by Republican soldiers near Madrid in 1936. For an overview of Maeztu’s political 
development, see the chapter on ‘Maeztu: From Left to Right,’ in Donald L. Shaw, The Generation o f 1898 in 
Spain (London: Emest Benn, 1975), pp. 75-94.
* He describes Kermesse as ‘Nothing but boiled lobster-legs, two yards long.’ This he allows ‘might be two 
figures kissing one another on the mouth. On the left a crustaceous shape, offering wine to another headless 
crustacean, which sat on something perhaps meant to be a chair. On the right another crustacean pouring out a
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Maeztu lacked any sympathy for what he classed as ‘expressionism’ in art. Be that as it may, 

Authority, Liberty and Function, serialised in The New Age between March 1915 and June 1916 and 

published in 1916 by George Allen, demonstrates (particularly when read alongside The Art o f  Being 

Ruled ) a swathe o f shared territory between Maeztu and Lewis as political thinkers and amateur 

philosophers. In his 1916 text, Maeztu, through a series of wide-ranging pieces on war, bureaucracy 

and European history, constructs a vision of an imagined guild socialist utopia predicated upon what 

he calls ‘the philosophy o f function.’ This philosophy became after 1916 the lynchpin of the guild 

socialist movement, most notably expounded in R.H. Tawney’s celebrated 1921 text. The Acquisitive 

Society. Yet Maeztu features as little more than a footnote in most histories o f the movement, let 

alone the period. The importance o f his 1916 text, like the importance of The New Age in general, has 

been largely historically obscured. Maeztu was probably not a hugely original thinker. But, with this 

book at least, he proved a capable synthesist. If Orage had sensed intuitively the connections between 

a radical socialist impulse, a Nietzschean strain of philosophic individualism, and a commitment to an 

ethics o f anti-humanism, it was Maeztu who actually managed to explicate and unite them.

Libert}', Authority and Function is an explicitly guild socialist text, fed by the moral 

imperative o f the movement. But -  and this is Maeztu’s distinctive contribution to the tradition -  he 

located the practical concerns o f the guild socialists within a philosophical framework derived from a 

Hulmean metaphysics: his philosophy of function. There are I would argue clear echoes o f this 

configuration in Lewis’s own anti-humanist politico-philosophical text. The Art o f  Being Ruled, 

published ten years later. Leaving aside the indictment of the ‘moronic inferno,’ Lewis’s 

occupational ‘utopia’ is in many key respects coterminous with that o f Maeztu. Clearly discernible in 

both is a shared commitment to a model of society stratified by occupation: a socialist caste system. 

W hat’s more, both models are predicated upon a version o f Hulme’s ‘anti-humanist’ philosophy, 

outlined originally -  between the years 1910 and 1914 -  in The New Age. In an extended series of 

essays, Hulme interrogated the doctrine of ‘original sin,’ concluding that the romantic idea of man’s 

perfectibility -  and the attendant conceptions of progress- was flawed, that man was instead

jet o f  wine into his own crustaceous face.’ Maeztu had no serious interest in the visual arts, but this remains 
nevertheless a disappointing failure o f  sympathy between two thinkers with much else in common. Ramiro De 
Maeztu. ‘Expressionism ,’ The New Age. 14: 4 (27 November, 1913), pp. 122-3.
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fundamentally base, ‘sinful,’ and in need of discipline and control, a formulation which makes Hulme 

seem, in retrospect, one o f the most pernicious influences upon English thought in the first half o f the 

twentieth century. However, it might be argued that he merely gave terms to an often-reactionary 

impulse which certainly pre-existed him and simply gravitated around and adapted his formulations.

Both Maeztu and Lewis are preoccupied by a distinctly modernist anxiety about cultural 

decline. Gary Taylor argues that, like Lewis, Maeztu ‘had little faith in the prospects for civilisation, 

which he thought was in a state of decline because individuals sacrificed the social good in a 

campaign for the fulfilment of their own personalities . . .  His alternative was to subjugate personality 

to the objective good.’*̂  Maeztu makes clear from the outset that he is opposed to the supremacy of 

liberal humanism, politically and philosophically: ‘humanism’ he describes as ‘the sin o f the men of 

the Renaissance’** to whom is owed ‘the “great” discovery o f human personality.’*̂  He adopts from 

Hulme the idea of ‘original sin’ as a corrective to the chimera of progress -  and following Hulme’s 

famous rhetorical sleight of hand, conflates romanticism with liberalism, humanism and democracy. 

In a sweeping historical gloss, he describes a dangerous spirit o f individualism emerging from the 

Renaissance, dissolving the medieval corporations (the guilds, the feudal estates, the church), exalting 

in their stead the concept of personality, ‘happiness,’ and the abstract notion o f universal rights, and 

leading to the dire political contingency o f the Modem State. He follows a recognisably Lewisian 

route here, expressing scepticism about humanity’s will to truth, figuring the masses as happy 

automatons, contented in the illusion of their own personalities and their own freedoms. ‘I am not 

sure that the majority o f men would prefer responsibility to passive obedience. This is perhaps the 

tragedy of The New Age. It is possible that most o f them would prefer obedience to responsibility. 

Maeztu’s criticism was, nevertheless, socialist in tone. His interest, again like Lewis’s, was in the 

inculcation o f social harmony, something he believed would require a reorganisation o f society along 

fijnctional lines. He identifies ‘authority’ and ‘liberty’ as the two warring organisational principles of

Gary Taylor, Orage and the New Age (Sheffield: Sheffield Hallam University Press, 2000), p. 78.
** Ibid., p. 16.

Ibid., p. 23. Maeztu’s points of reference in constructing this argument are the same as Lewis’s: Shakespeare, 
Machiavelli, Cervantes.
’“ ibid., p. 182.
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all civilisations to date, two oppositional categories which in his proposed society will be replaced by 

‘function.’

Writing during the First World War, he believed he was witnessing the end o f the modem 

State. Total war was for him the disastrous eventuality of the humanist project.®' But Maeztu like 

many others believed too in the possibility of radical post-war reconstruction, and it is in this spirit 

that he outlines his alternative proposal, for a society founded judicially upon the equation of 

functions with rights. This equation would amount to a legal principle -  no functions, no rights -  and 

would buttress a society remodelled along guild lines. So while replicating the conservative, even 

reactionary, ideological assumptions o f Hulme’s philosophy, Maeztu’s criticism remains determinedly 

socialist. This is possible because Maeztu’s is ultimately an anti-humanistic tract, interested in 

collective patterns, collective peace and the harmonious cohabitation o f great masses o f men. His 

solution is to construct an anti-humanist ideology to house the ambitions o f the guild socialists.

Romanticism favours the indefinite expansion of individual power. The medieval 

guilds raised against this indefinitei\ess the two rules of Limitation and Hierarchy . . .

May it not be that the Guilds responded to the vital need of every human society 

aspiring to stability?®^

So we are faced with the singular spectacle of an anti-humanist, reactionary socialism, an ‘aristocratic 

socialism’ as Tom Steele calls it, informed by the same moral imperative as Orage; a fierce and 

principled resistance to the wage system. For Maeztu, what this entails is either a syndicalist or guild 

socialist societal structure, one based hierarchically on function, not authority: on aptitude, not 

heredity: within which the inalienable ‘Rights of Man’ no longer apply. Rights will instead be 

accompanied by functions, which in a restructured decentralised guild socialist state, will ensure ‘an 

altemative to the principles of authority and liberty.’

See the first two chapters o f  Maeztu’s study for a fuller exposition o f  this argument. 
Ibid., p. 195.
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Maeztu argues against ‘authority,’ but he does not balk at the suggestion of compulsion. In 

the implementation o f his system he openly admits compulsion will be necessary -  be it conscription 

or, as he suggests at one point, ‘compulsory maternity’; indeed he seems rather proud to so flaimt the 

shibboleth of ‘personal f r e e d o m . M a e z t u ’s guild socialist utopia, stratified along occupational 

lines, will be enforced where necessary. ‘In my opinion, the most serious obstacle [to this 

arrangement] is that the Liberal ideology which accompanies the present syndicalist movement.’ For 

the liberal ideal of the ‘expansion of the individual is . . . incompatible with all social discipline. And 

if  it lack discipline, syndicalism cannot t r i u m p h . T h e  ideal of happiness is, he argues, a stupid one: 

‘The real cause o f the failure of democracy is that it cares much more for happiness than for justice.’’  ̂

He equates romanticism (and here he follows Hulme’s categorisation of romanticism as the belief in 

the goodness of man) with democracy, and opposes them with the principle of meritocracy.’*

The romantic spirit begins by persuading us that we are kings. Then it perceives that 

we have no throne. Then it seeks for the cause of our lack, and it finds it in external 

obstacles -  society, the human body, the nature of the world . . .  It begins by making 

us weep in admiration o f our own greatness; it ends by making us weep out of spite at 

our littleness. It begins by filling us with joy at the discovery o f our right to the 

throne; it ends by filling us with hatred of our usurpers -  Nature, our own pity, or 

other men. And this is why Romanticism begins in the Humanism of the Renaissance 

and ends in universal conflagration.’^

‘The consciousness o f  the personality is the apple that Adam and Eve ate in the Garden of Eden. This 
consciousness o f personality is the basis o f the original sin . . .  Because the more powerful in us the feeling of  
personality becomes, the more difficult is it to induce men to risk their personality to defend their country, and 
the more difficult, also, is it to induce women to run the risks involved in the bearing and bringing up of 
children. This difficulty will increase with the progress o f education to such a degree that, unless the world 
suddenly rediscovers the meaning o f religion, the hour is approaching in which civilised societies will not be 
able to ensure their existence if  they do not supplement compulsory military service for men by compulsory 
maternity for women.’ Ibid., pp. 122-3.

Ibid., p. 107.
Ibid., p. 169.

’‘ ibid., p. 188.
Ibid., pp. 189-90.
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This is not the only unpalatable aspect o f his argument. Orage, in an essay on his co-writer published 

in The New Age on 14 October, 1915, makes clear some further implications of Maeztu’s system, 

when he points out that this hypothetical society would be identical to the societal model o f Hindu 

philosophy -  i.e. Maeztu’s utopia is predicated on a commitment to an idealised, institutionalised, 

meritocratic caste system.

Maeztu’s is a puritanical and idealistic model: he readily, zealously disregards the question of 

happiness in obeisance to ‘the moral spirit,’ as opposed to Lewis’s far more relational, reflexive and 

multi valent approach to the same questions in The Art o f  Being Ruled. Maeztu was, unlike Lewis, a 

profoundly religious thinker; Lewis’s proposals lack the spiritual inflection o f Maeztu’s. 

Nevertheless, both utopian visions rest, as Lewis acknowledged, upon the model of a caste society. 

Andrzej G^siorek has noted the tendency in the argument of The Art o f  Being Ruled, in which Lewis 

similarly advocates an associational model of society, with clear divisions between those o f different 

occupations, and a hierarchy o f merit within each syndic or guild.’* Lewis himself acknowledges this 

eventuality frankly, as Maeztu never does. For him an occupational utopia, stratified along lines of 

heredity, is a natural feature o f his quiescent utopia, and is treated as such with startling equanimity. 

Under the guise of a socio-political inevitability, he postulates a caste system as a political 

inevitability of the increasing consolidation of capital. The rational-professional project, if  ‘somewhat 

more consolidated and developed than it is today . . . would probably result in a caste system of 

family trades, on the pattern o f India or Egypt, for instance.’’’

Lewis and Maeztu, as I have said, were far from the only two thinkers o f the time to explore 

the theoretical desirability o f a society stratified on caste lines. This societal model in fact 

characterises a broad school of thought, one intimately cormected with the project o f professional 

mythologisation. Lewis’s contribution to this intellectual tradition was to envisage a caste system in 

which the creative men formed their own privileged stratum. His prediction is complacently utopian: 

he argues that the mass o f men are in fact instinctively associational, and that it is out o f this very 

tendency that the ‘Natures’ -  his class of creative men -  will emerge. The stratification o f society, he

G^siorek, Wyndham Lewis and  M odernism, p. ~'9.
Ibid., p. 142”
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says, ‘into an ever more and more rigid system o f clans, societies, clubs, syndics, and classes’ out of 

which ‘the original man is more and more forced out.’ Lewis’s casual, chilling prediction rests upon 

these "odd men out. ‘ When these men come together, he argues, ‘That will be the moment o f the 

renascence of our race.’’°° This is certainly Nietzsche-inflected -  but as a formulation it is entirely, 

unsettlingly Lewis’s own. What the adoption of such extreme positions manages to obscure is the 

extent to which Lewis was in fact working within or in dialogue with the ideological currents o f the 

intellectual mainstream -  and may not have been necessarily so strictly right-wing a thinker as later 

commentators have generally cared to suggest. What Lewis neglects or reftises to mention is the very 

explicit precedent for his occupational utopia in the guild socialism of the pre-war New Age circle of 

which Lewis, with Pound, Hulme, Orage and Maeztu, had been a part. It has become difficult to 

reconstruct Lewis’s peculiar ‘socialism’ -  and all but unthinkable to join with him in describing The 

Art o f  Being Ruled as ‘a Leftwing book’ -  but, as I have demonstrated, following those more 

generally recognised as New Age writers, Lewis was able to marry a belief in authority and 

functionalism with a commitment to the betterment of living conditions and the (limited) 

empowerment of the working classes.

The excavation of this historical link with the New Age writers, and with Maeztu in particular, 

may perhaps enable a reconstruction o f Lewis’s peculiar and partial overlaps with certain forms of 

provisional socialism. For the ‘socialism’ o f a thinker like Maeztu (or for that matter Orage) was o f a 

similarly contingent nature. Maeztu died in defence of the Monarchists in the Spanish Civil War. 

Retrospectively the latent authoritarianism -  and the outright anti-humanism -  o f Liberty, Authority 

and Function are easily adducible. Similar charges have been brought against theorists of other 

schools of radical collective socialisms, Sorel in particular, at whom I will be looking in more detail in 

the next chapter. Donald Shaw uses the example o f Maeztu as a sort of instructional fable: 

‘Unfortunately, as subsequent events were to prove, especially in Mussolini’s Italy and Peron’s 

Argentina, the guild or corporative idea was all too readily detachable from democratic socialism and 

formed a natural bridge -  which Maeztu was ready to cross -  to the authoritarian conception of state

Ibid., p. 420.

124



organisation.’'®' This was a bridge on which Lewis Ukewise was often subsequently accused o f  

dallying. But in many ways The A rt o f  Being Ruled  is the fullest realisation o f  L ew is’s ‘proto

fascism ,’ and it is also, in its singular, labyrinthine way, ‘a Leftwing b ook .’ It is not, as has been often  

argued, a blueprint for L ew is’s later ill-advised engagement with Nazism . In the next chapter I w ill 

argue instead that The A rt o f  B eing R uled  represents in fact the furthest reach right in L ew is’s 

intellectual developm ent, the summit o f  his ‘proto-fascism’; furthermore, it is proto-fascist precisely  

because  o f  its engagem ent with the implications o f  collective socialism . W hen w e find Lew is at a 

later stage publishing in the British Union Quarterly, his language and rationale have changed  

significantly. After 1926, I would argue, Lewis matured not (with many o f  his N ew  A ge  

contem poraries) into a right-wing position but into a pragmatic and strategic centre-right position. 

His appetite for a radically restructured society on a global scale w as to diminish considerably after 

The A rt o f  B eing Ruled. Although he would go on to align h im self in dangerous proximity to the 

British far right in the 1930s, his arguments were never again so forcible, so incautious or so extreme. 

The sym pathy with certain elem ents o f  Hitlerite fascism which Lew is expressed in the 30s was 

founded, I w ould argue, upon another impulse altogether -  surprisingly a more humanistic one. And 

the first signs o f  this new humanism, I w ill argue in the next chapter, em erge over the course o f  a year 

w hich figured as a crucial turning-point in L ew is’s personal mythology, 1926.

Donald L. Shaw, The Generation o f  1898 in Spain, p. 77.
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Chapter Three 

Writing 1926: Lewis and the General Strike

In most periodisations o f English modernism one year in particular stands out: 1922, long- 

acknowledged as the annus mirabilis of literary modernism, the year which saw the publication of 

both Joyce’s Ulysses and Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land,’ alongside Virginia W oolfs Jacob’s Room, 

Katherine Mansfield’s The Garden Party and other Stories and D.H. Lawrence’s Aaron’s Rod, 

amongst others. 1922 stands as the very pinnacle of ‘High Modernism’ in literature.' It has become a 

symbolic year, the subject of heavy mythologisation in subsequent accounts of the period, and is itself 

the subject o f a pioneering book-length study by Michael North, who uses this chronological marker 

as a springboard for a case study o f a cross-section of modernist literature in the context of the 

popular culture surrounding its production. North duly acknowledges, o f course, the arbitrariness of 

the date; most of the major works associated with the year had already been written long before 1922 

and many had already appeared in journals like The Dial and The Little Review? Laurence Rainey 

argues that the symbolic significance of this particular year might instead derive from its institutional 

importance: the moment at which the writing, and the semi-aristocratic publishing patterns, o f the 

High Modernists began to reach an audience beyond the coterie.^ Lewis, however, in his many 

retrospective accounts o f the post-war period, points repeatedly and insistently to another year o f that 

decade. For Lewis, the year 1926 is figured consistently as a crucial turning point in the development 

of English culture and art. I will argue that the General Strike of 1926 was for Lewis a determinative 

phenomenon, the tangible end-point of a unified cultural period. The years from 1923 up until 1930

' In the OED entry for ‘annus mirabilis,’ usage o f the year 1922 is actually cited as a common illustration o f this 
rather overused phrase.
 ̂An academic interest has developed in single-year studies over the past decade or more. North himself points 

however to the essential limitations o f the genre: ‘no author of one single-year study has ever gone on to write a 
second.’ Michael North, Reading 1922: A Return to the Scene o f  the Modern (Oxford University Press, 2001), 
p. vii.

See the chapter on Ulysses in Laurence Rainey, Institutions o f  Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), pp. 42-76.
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were a period o f intense intellectual ferment for Lewis, producing a steady flow of advanced cultural 

critique through a series of challenging polemics, essays and philosophical novels. The centrality of 

the year 1926 for Lewis is interesting here for the light it can help to shed upon Lewis’s intellectual 

development between publications during this period of sustained critical activity, a period in which 

Lewis’s thinking has too often been regarded as uniform. In particular it can help to disentangle some 

o f the ideological discrepancies between the series of texts often grouped together as simply the 

repackaged and intellectually consistent material of The Man o f  the World.

In Blasting and Bombardiering, Lewis is decisive about the significance o f 1926 on a number 

of levels. For him, it marks an epistemic shift in the cultural life of England. He singles out here the 

General Strike, in fact, as a ‘milestone’ marking the end of a cultural era, what he calls for 

convenience’ sake the ‘post-war,’ after which ‘began a period of a new complexion’ {BB, 2). 1926 

was o f course also the year in which The Art o f  Being Ruled was published, the year the first issue of 

Lewis’s journal. The Enemy, appeared, and the year in which Lewis was introduced to Lady and Sir 

Waterhouse, who were to become such important patrons of his work. It was for Lewis an important 

year o f personal ‘emergence’; in recasting the chronology in Blasting and Bombardiering, he actually 

suppresses certain facts in obeisance to this narrative of chrysalis and emergence. It was a year of 

symbolic significance in his recasting of his life:

During the ‘post-war’ I was incubating and was pretty silent. My personal story was 

an interesting one during those years but it’s not my business to talk about that here. 

1918-26 is a period marked ‘strictly private’ . . . My first book Tarr was a novel 

(1918). Then 1 buried m yself I disinterred myself in 1926 -  but as a philosopher and 

critic (BB, 4-5).

The years from 1918 to 1926, contrary to most accounts of the era of ‘high modernism,’ represent for 

Lewis a stretch o f cultural and artistic drought, a period of ‘waste.’ ‘The war bled the world white. It 

had to recover. While it was in that exhausted state a sort of weed-world sprang up and flourished. 

All that was real was in eclipse, so all that was unreal came into its own and ran riot for a season’ (BB,
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17). These are years o f frivoHty, corruption and amateurism. They are also characterised by Lewis as 

a period of personal gestation after the carnage o f the war. This became Lewis’s standard account of 

the immediate post-war period: after a brief moment of utopian optimism in the aftermath of the war -  

the moment in which he published The Caliph’s Design and briefly headed the X group -  English 

culture went into a period o f grave decline, and Lewis ‘went underground.’

As Paul Edwards points out, this assertion goes demonstrably against the facts: Lewis was on 

the contrary continually active as an artist and a critic during this period, organising two major 

exhibitions o f his own work, ‘Guns’ at the Groupil Gallery in 1919 and ‘Tyros and Portraits’ at the 

Leicester Galleries in 1921, publishing The Tyro, volumes 1 and 2, as well as other occasional 

criticism in journals like The Calendar o f  Modern Letters and The English Review, publishing in 1924 

the first extracts from The Apes o f  God in The Criterion, and in 1925 approaching publishers with The 

Man o f  the World, painting at the same time some of his most famous work, including the masterful 

portrait of Edith Sitwell now held at the Tate Gallery. Yet for Lewis’s purposes a retrospective 

narrative o f burial and disinterment was required, one which could perhaps be understood as a sort of 

therapeutic narrative of retrospective disinfection. In any case this period of ‘waste’ -  of malaise and 

inanition -  ends abruptly in 1926. Now, says Lewis, ‘the war-sickness (the “Post-war”) is over’ {BB, 

17). In this flagrantly self-aggrandising account, Lewis -  who was certainly less prolific during this 

period than at any other - is  the only artist to escape infection. Eliot, for instance, he tells us, ‘wrote 

his Waste Land to express his feelings about [‘the “post-war”] while it was going on. But that was so 

successful he got the “waste” into his blood a little, it has always seemed to me’ {BB, 14-15). This is 

Lewis at his most intolerant, betraying an almost hysterical fastidiousness or neurosis even in his 

suggestion that simply to write about the ‘war-sickness’ was to risk intravenous infection. O f course 

if this ‘degenerate’ culture o f 1920s London is figured as an actual contagious disease, then his 

retrospective account was a defensive device, a way of purging himself o f the contamination of the 

‘wasteland.’

Lewis does not, characteristically enough, provide any historical evidence to illustrate the 

seismic cultural shift, the end o f the ‘post-war,’ he so confidently identifies in his memoir. Instead he 

provides an engaging personal account of his social activities in the years up to 1926, his friendly
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interactions with the Sitwells, his meetings with Lord Asquith and Nancy Cunard, his friendships with 

T.E. Lawrence and Richard Wyndham, and his artistic confederacy with Joyce, Eliot and Pound. 

Lewis was, then, exceptionally well-connected for someone yet to be ‘disinterred.’ He describes a 

trip to Venice to visit Nancy Cunard in 1922 and registers some retrospective surprise at his own 

inattention. ‘The communists and fascists were already spitting and fighting all round us. How was it 

I was so hard o f hearing?’ He attributes this failure of his critical antennae to an as-yet incomplete 

political education, and in so doing reveals the rationale o f his chronology. It was not, he says, ‘until 

the General Strike (1926) I finally discarded my anglo-saxon aversion for these plebeian problems’ 

{BB, 235).'' The Strike, therefore, marks both the end o f an era and the attainment of a personal 

milestone: the completion o f his political education. Lewis would go on to use the General Strike as 

an organising backdrop in The Apes o f  God, a novel which ends very pointedly in 1926 and, in the 

terms o f his later symbolic chronology, can be read as an exhaustive catalogue of the vagaries of the 

‘post-war.’ It can thus be read as a satirical portrait of a circumscribed era, culminating against the 

backdrop o f the General Strike, and with an image which encapsulates Lewis’s antipathy for the 

bourgeois-bohemians o f Chelso-Bloomsbury and their collusion with the interests of the political and 

economic elite. As such, Lewis’s use o f the year 1926, and the General Strike, as symbolic markers 

must be understood on three intertwined levels, the private, the public and the professional. 1926 was 

the year when the ‘post-war’ ended, a period of cultural ‘waste’ marked by the consolidation of 

political power and spurious cultural authority by those who had evaded war service. It was also the 

year in which the General Strike allowed Lewis to complete his political education. And it was 

finally the year in which Lewis ‘re-emerged’ as a professional -  in a new artistic milieu in which he 

had to once again aggressively mark his professional territory and re-establish his credentials.

It seems curious that he should describe the rise o f Mussolini as a ‘plebeian problem,’ but Lewis still in 1937 
thought o f  M ussolini’s fascism and Nazism as variants o f  communism: alternative socialist paradigms for the 
organisation o f  the proletarian masses. O f course both these mo\ ements had their roots in socialist activism, 
and their ideology retained certain socialist overtones, but for Lewis to continue to repeat this argument right 
through the 1930s, in the face o f  the realities on the continent, belies at the very least a serious lack o f  political 
sophistication -  or worse, a grave inattention to political developments in Europe. Whatever the reason, Lewis 
continued to read the propaganda o f  the fascists as disinterested statements o f  honest ideological intention, a 
serious failure o f  insight on the part o f  a usually extraordinarily perspicacious reader.
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Lewis published a substantial amount in 1926, most o f it the cannibalised and re-parcelled 

material which had made up the text of The Man o f  the World. He had been amassing this mountain 

of material since at least 1922: he estimated its length in 1925, in a letter accompanying the text he 

sent to Chapman and Hall, as approaching 500,000 words. Out of this mass, he constructed two 

books. The Art o f  Being Ruled and The Lion and the Fox, as well as a number of essays, most notably 

‘The Dithyrambic Spectator.’ Elements of the text also found their way into The Childermass and 

The Apes o f  God, as well as providing the bedrock from which grew Time and Western Man. 

However, the idea o f one vast unitary treatise out of which these disparate texts were simply 

reconstructed is misleading. It is my contention that, in the process of disassembling and 

reconfiguring the initial, monumental manuscript, Lewis forged new interconnections and extensions 

of the original material, and that in so doing he was influenced by the events o f 1926. It was his 

experiences in 1926, I will argue, combined with this process of theoretical reconfigurement, that 

enabled him to construct the compendious philosophical treatise o f 1927, Time and Western Man, and 

led to the remarkable consistency o f his creative and critical writing over the subsequent five years.^

A precedent for this thesis exists in Paul Edward’s ‘Afterword’ to the 1993 Black Sparrow 

Press edition o f Time and Western Man, a piece of rigorous scholarship in which Edwards examines 

Lewis’s changing relationship with Ezra Pound and the Parisian avant-garde at this time. I will build 

upon Edward’s insight, and his considerable textual exegesis, to argue that a fundamental break 

occurred in Lewis’s thought between the publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled in March, 1926, and 

the publication of the first volume of The Enemy in February, 1927. The complexion of Lewis’s 

politics altered significantly after this period, during which occurred the nine-day General Strike. I 

will argue that Lewis never again assumed a position o f such fanatical inhumanity as that he outlined 

in The Art o f  Being Ruled. In fact, in subsequent accounts o f his own politics he took pains to obscure 

it. To illustrate my argument I will be focussing closely on a short but revealing document: the

 ̂For a long time it was thought that all o f Time and Western Man, as well as The Childermass and The Apes o f  
God, had originally been part o f The Man o f the World, but this has now been disproved, leaving evidence 
instead of the extraordinary intellectual synthesis made possible simply by Lewis’s writing method at this time. 
Eliot’s oft-quoted injunction to Lewis, to ‘concentrate on one book at a time and not plan eight or ten books at 
once,’ looks under the circumstances to have been rather bad advice: the practice might have been the source of 
much o f Lewis’s best work. Eliot to Lewis, 31 January 1925. See Paul O’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius: A Life 
ofWyndham Lewis, p. 258.
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‘A ppendix’ Lewis attached to the celebrated critique o f the Paris-based avant-garde which he 

published in the first issue o f  The Enemy, ‘The Revolutionary Sim pleton.’ This is a fascinating short 

piece o f  text, an apparently displaced piece o f rumination or afterthought, appended to the 1927 essay, 

but subsequently thought significant enough to warrant inclusion in Time and Western M an, when so 

m uch other matter, the excess m aterial o f  The M an o f  the World, was being discarded. In it, Lewis 

answers some o f  the charges m ade against The A rt o f  Being Ruled. He reconsiders the implications o f 

‘revolution’ in the arts, and the prevailing fashion for revolution amongst a particular bohem ian set. 

And he also points forward to The Apes o f  God, and to his devastating critique o f  the millionaire rich 

he argued had priced the genuine artists out o f the market for studios and supplanted them as 

purveyors o f  sham art-works for a society o f captive buyers. In the following chapter, I will use this 

docum ent as a prism  through which to view Lew is’s changing political priorities at this time, and to 

argue for a signal change in his political orientation during the period between M arch 1926 and 

January 1927, a change which, I will argue, seems at least partially to hinge upon the historical events 

o f  the General Strike. Before doing so, however, it will first be necessary to reconstruct a little o f the 

com positional history o f  the text itse lf

The Art of Being Wrong

1926 was an eventfijl year for Lewis. It was in 1926 that The A rt o f  Being Ruled  was published -  the 

first book to appear out o f  the disassembly o f  The Man o f  the World. Lewis also published one long 

essay out o f the m aterial this year, ‘Creatures of Habit and Creatures o f Change,’ in The Calendar o f  

M odern Letters, and began w ork on ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ which would appear early the 

next year. 1926 saw the beginning o f  Lew is’s fortuitous friendship with the two people who were to 

becom e his most beneficial and enlightened patrons, Audrey W aterhouse and her husband. Sir 

N icholas W aterhouse, whose assistance freed him from reliance upon a system o f  awkward 

‘charitable’ donations from colleagues including Edward Wadsworth, Richard W yndham and Sidney
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Schiff.^ The Waterhouses’ assistance would also enable him to set up The Arthur Press (through 

which he would publish The Apes o f  God) and launch a periodical, The Enemy, work on which began 

this year: its first issue would appear in February 1927. 1926 was also the year of Lewis’s break with 

the Parisian avant-garde. He had been in regular, though sometimes troubled, correspondence with 

Pound in Paris since Pound’s removal there in 1921. He travelled to Paris a number o f times in 1926, 

to solicit a number of potential publishers, possibly to meet Pound, and to ask Joyce for an extract of 

his ‘Work in Progress’ for publication in England. Instead of publishing it, however, Lewis wrote 

‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ an essay which he included in the first issue of The Enemy, in which 

he subjected Pound, Stein and famously Joyce’s Ulysses to his characteristically caustic critique, a 

critique which led him toward the exhaustive denouncement o f what he saw as an insidious, 

dangerous and all-pervading ‘time-philosophy’ which would constitute the second half o f Time and 

Western Man.

Time and Western Man is still often considered one part of the sequence o f texts which came 

out of The Man o f  the World, alongside The Art o f  Being Ruled, ‘The Dithyrambic Spectator’ and The 

Lion and the Fox. It is true that parts of the text did originate from the earlier 500,000 word 

manuscript, but this fact only serves to obscure the important and complicated developments in 

Lewis’s thought over the course of the intervening period between publication o f The Art o f  Being 

Ruled in early 1926 and Time and Western Man in 1927.^ The absence of any copy of the original 

text has led to much speculation and miscommunication about the genesis o f this sequence o f books: 

for many years any scholarly reconstruction of the original was made infinitely more difficult by some 

obscure remarks o f Anne Lewis, who informed Lewis scholar Hugh Kenner in the 1960s that parts of 

The Man o f  the World had gone into both fiction and non-fiction works: she mentioned both Time and 

Western Man and The Apes o f  God. Kenner concluded that the original must have been a huge fiision 

o f genres, ‘a sort o f prose Sistine Chapel, though a Sistine Chapel on which Goya has collaborated

 ̂Stephen Klaidman has recently produced the first biography of the Schiffs, giving some protracted if rather 
superficial attention -  and a rebuttal on the part of the Schiffs -  to The Apes o f God. Stephen Klaidman, Sydney 
and Violet: Their Life with T.S. Eliot, Proust, Joyce, and the Excruciatingly Irascible Wyndham Lewis (New 
York: Nan A. Talese/Doubleday, 2013).
 ̂The appearance, out of sequence, of The Lion and the Fox in early 1927 only helped to compound this 

confusion.
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with Cezanne.’* Jeffrey Meyers confidently identifies, after Kenner, The Apes o f  God, The 

Childermass, The Art o f  Being Ruled, Time and Western Man, The Lion and the Fox and ‘The 

Dithyrambic Spectator’ as the many varied parts of this single protean mega-text, this 

‘megalomastodonic masterwork.’’ The shape or nature of such a vast multi-genre project was only to 

be imagined.

Sources which have since come to light, however, have contradicted Kenner’s idea o f the 

Sistine Chapel super-text. Two letters in particular, one to Ezra Pound, and another crucial cover 

letter to Chapmen and Hall, have made it possible for scholars to elucidate the genealogy o f this 

colossal project, a painstaking process of disentanglement, undertaken with admirable thoroughness 

by Paul Edwards in the ‘Afterword,’ already mentioned, to Time and Western Man. In brief, the 

original manuscript, which Lewis had been working on since probably sometime in 1922, was 

submitted to Chapman and Hall on 2 February, 1925, and was rejected, likely on the grounds o f its 

considerable length.'® It was an admittedly gargantuan monolith of a book -  a 500,000 word critique 

o f everything from Shakespeare to Shamanism -  but not quite the fusion o f generic forms critics since 

Kenner had come to believe. Upon rejection, the substance of this rejected text was then cannibalised 

and many of its constituent parts re-parcelled in other forms. The Lion and the Fox was the first 

book-length extract to be accepted by a publisher, though it did not appear until 1927. Three separate 

essays were also published using the manuscript material: ‘The Foxes’ Case,’ ‘Creatures of Habit and 

Creatures o f Change’ and ‘The Dithyrambic Spectator’ all originated in The Man o f  the World. 

Similarly, The Art o f  Being Ruled seems to have been constructed more or less faithfully out of the 

already written material. Less straightforwardly, Lewis went on to write Time and Western Man 

using some o f the philosophical material of the original manuscript, joined and further developed by 

his reflections upon the artistic project of the Parisian avant-garde; while it seems some of this same

* Cited in Paul Edward’s ‘Afterword,’ TWM, p. 482.
’ Jeffrey Meyers, The Enemy: A Biography ofW yndham Lewis, p. 105.

To judge by L ew is’s cover letter to Alec Waugh, there may have been issues around -  ironically? -  the 
question o f  Lew is’s professionalism. Lewis states baldly and unapologetically that the gargantuan enclosed 
manuscript is missing ‘3 pages at the opening (introducing M. of the W. Them e)’ while there are also ‘still a few  
pages, four or five, to com e at the end. ’ This is not a strategy likely to recommend any writer to a busy 
publisher. For a full reconstruction o f  the episode, and the evolution o f  the text, see Edward’s ‘Afterword,’ 
TWM, pp. 481-98.

133



material was also incorporated in the early drafts -  its subject matter being therefore arguably 

inferable in the finished text -  of The Childermass.

Edward’s exegesis of this long process of revision and development enables a more nuanced 

interaction with the contours of Lewis’s thought over this crucial period, between his initial 

submission to Chapman and Hall, and the publication, almost two years later, o f Time and Western 

Man. This was for Lewis a period of intense and responsive productivity, as he reworked the 

enormous amount of material he had amassed into a sequence of constantly shifting conjugations. He 

was in talks with at least four publishers, offering each o f them separately a variety o f confusingly 

interwoven texts." He was simultaneously reworking the material into a series o f essays for 

publication in journals, many o f which went unpublished. This was, as Edwards goes on to make 

clear, a period o f important cross-fertilisation as Lewis began to apply some of the philosophical 

implications of The Man o f  the World to the Parisian avant-garde he was beginning to perceive as 

artistically and ideologically suspect.'^ In what follows, I will argue that other developments in the 

period immediately succeeding the publication o f The Art o f  Being Ruled led him, by the time he 

came to write ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ to in fact revise some of the more extreme political 

ramifications o f the former. The period accounted for here is a relatively short one, between March 

1926 and February 1927, but it does encompass, amongst other things, the quarrel with the Parisian 

avant-garde, the establishment of his friendship with the Waterhouses, and crucially, as I will argue, 

the ‘nine days’ o f the General Strike, from 3 to 12 May 1926.

The Art o f  Being Ruled itself was published in March 1926. It was the fu'st book-length 

volume to be remodelled and published out o f the manuscript of The Man o f  the World, and remains 

the most controversial of his non-fiction works. Lewis was accused of promulgating ‘a regime of

" For instance, he offered ‘The Politics of the Personality’ to Macmillan in March 1925, ‘The Politics of the 
Primitive’ to Robert McAlmon in Paris in April 1925, a ‘Critique of Class’ to Methuen in May 1925, and then 
(after this last appeared as The Art o f Being Ruled) another ‘Critique of Class’ to McAlmon in March 1926. 
Ibid., pp. 484-6.

Paul Edwards outlines what he sees as the influence of the split with Robert McAlmon and This Quarter upon 
Lewis’s developing opposition to the ‘revolutionary’ avant-garde. Ibid, pp. 484-93. I will not be substantially 
departing from Edward’s account, but will instead be building upon his incisive and important reading of Time 
and Western Man to encompass the more strictly politicised, and more rarely acknowledged, influence upon 
Lewis at the same time of the General Strike.
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castration and black or red shirts.’’  ̂ Certainly, as I have explored in the previous chapter, the text was 

laced with proto-fascistic statements, and coloured overall by at best a dangerous lassitude toward 

potential forms o f dictatorship and authoritarianism. Lewis’s non-fiction prose is relentlessly 

rebarbative, ideologically inconsistent, and structurally dialogic or positional rather than 

developmental: this idiosyncratic discursive style makes it difficuh for the reader to identify or isolate 

any definitive statement o f his political views. This aspect of Lewis’s writing has come to receive 

more and more attention, with many critics identifying the principle o f irresolution as the distinct 

preserve o f Lewis’s writing. SueEllen Campbell, in an influential 1988 study, read Lewis’s 

oppositional writing style as in itself a rhetorical device, adopted in the interest o f generating a 

discursive language and a system of argument based on dialogic rather than monologic 

development.’'* More recently, Andrzej G^siorek has argued that Lewis’s writing is deliberately 

inconclusive, his linguistic style full of the failure of positive statement, instability, uncertainty.'^ 

This reading is an attractive one for Lewis scholars, particularly those with an eye to his 

rehabilitation: a stratagem o f opacity on Lewis’s part could help to explain, maybe to absolve, at any 

rate to complicate some of Lewis’s more sinister political pronouncements. Arguably Lewis 

capitalised upon his own stylistic opacity too. His later revisionary work, in particular the 

equivocations o f Rude Assignment, certainly capitalises upon this ambiguity. Ultimately the reader 

will never be able to extrapolate any definite or final political or ideological ‘intent’ from The Art o f  

Being Ruled. What can be ascertained definitively is the fact that, almost a year after its publication, 

Lewis was driven, by the criticisms of his ‘adversaries,’ to a retraction of some of the more 

rebarbative and cynical o f his views. By the time he came to prepare ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton’ 

for publication, something had happened to prompt a number o f ‘modifications.’ It is my argument 

that these modifications can be at least partially traced to the conclusion o f his ‘political education,’

Richard Aldington, ‘Mr Lewis on Everything,’ The Saturday Review o f  Literature (31 July 1926), p. 4.
SueEllen Campbell, The Enemy Opposite: The Outlaw Criticism ofW yndham  Lewis (Athens: Ohio University 

Press, 1988).
Andrzej Gasiorek, ‘Wyndham Lewis on Art, Culture and Politics in the 1930s,’ in Wyndham Lewis and the 

Cultures o f  Modernity, ed. by Andrzej Gasiorek, Alice Reeve-Tucker and Nathan Waddell (Famham: Ashgate, 
2011), p. 211. G^siorek’s argument, in this recent essay, is an interesting and very relevant one, positing Lewis 
as a fundamentally ‘anti-collective’ thinker. According to Gasiorek, Lewis ‘conceived the aesthetic as a 
recalcitrant enemy principle. The integrity and power o f  art depended on its awkward autonomy, its scepticism  
about all ideologies and system s.’ Ibid., p. 220.
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and his new willingness to consider what he calls ‘plebeian problems,’ in the light o f the General 

Strike. These modifications are addressed directly, in a rare retraction on Lewis’s part, in the 

Appendix to ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton.’

This Appendix is an extremely curious document.'^ It consists o f three parts, not ostensibly 

connected in theme or subject either to one another or to the essay to which they are appended. As 

such its status as an ‘appendix,’ to a lacerating interrogation of Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein and James 

Joyce, seems largely tenuous. Perhaps the indirect reflexive status of the ‘appendix’ -  with its evident 

potential for deviant counterfeit -  appealed to Lewis, establishing as it does a new layer of potentially 

illicit textual interplay: certainly in this case, at any rate, both reflexivity and indirection seem to be 

integral to his rhetorical strategy. The first of the document’s three parts is a sort of awkward 

apology, in both senses, for The Art o f  Being Ruled. It is here that he adverts to, without fully 

explicating, the ‘modifications’ he has undergone in the interim. The second section is a heavily 

compressed version o f what were to be initially the first six chapters of the essay, on ‘Revolution,’ 

while in the third section Lewis goes on to address once again the implications of the split, outlined 

with such theoretical rigour in The Art o f  Being Ruled, between the amateur and the professional. It is 

my intention in what follows to examine these three discrete sections separately, as a bridge between 

The Art o f  Being Ruled and Time and Western Man, two texts often read as complementary, forged as 

they were largely out of the same source material. Though Lewis might only address the reception of 

The Art o f  Being Ruled in the first of these three sections, nevertheless in the subsequent two he goes 

on to tackle and respond to questions, first about revolution and then about amateurism, which are 

certainly germane to an interpretation o f the earlier text. I will argue that the yoking together of these 

three parts addressing three ostensibly separate issues can in fact be read as a rhetorical formulation, a 

set of strategies on Lewis’s part to reassess and retrospectively redefine some o f the assumptions 

which underlie the earlier text. It is a dialogic document, a series o f heterogeneous replies to the 

debate provoked by The Art o f  Being Ruled which together indicate a real development in his 

thinking, though The Art o f  Being Ruled would go on forcing him to reply for many years yet.

All citations from the Appendix will refer to the text as reproduced, as an ‘Afterword’ to Part One, o f  Time 
and Western Man later the same year.
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The substance o f  his retraction hinges upon what I identify as the first manifestation o f  a 

distinct shift in Lewis’s thought, a shift which seems to centre upon the circumscription o f the ‘herd.’ 

The fate o f  this apparently amorphous collective had been a matter o f  indifference to the author o f  The 

A rt o f  Being Ruled: the ‘puppets’ who constituted the majority o f  the population were utterly 

insignificant next to the contemplation o f  the ‘natures,’ those select elites who functioned as ‘creators’ 

in their respective fields o f  science, art, industry. Lewis retained to the end o f his life his belief in a 

fundamental division between creative and passive man, but after 1926, he never again argued for 

such ruthless and outright control o f  the passive herd. He seems, at some point between March 1926 

and January 1927, to have realised the dangerous implications o f  his proto-fascistic and, importantly, 

syndicalist utopia. Georges Sorel is a key figure here: Lewis’s evolving attitude toward Sorel can in 

fact serve to index the progress o f this transition in Lewis’s politics. For, if  Lewis’s utopia is a fascist 

one, it has its roots in guild socialism and Sorel ian syndicalism. And it is to this shared territory 

between Lewis and thinkers such as Sorel and Maeztu -  respectively syndicalist and guild socialist 

radicals -  that the second part o f  the Appendix points, with its extended reflections on ‘revolution.’ 

By early 1927, when he came to write Time and Western \ { a n ,  Lewis was able to discount Sorel as a 

‘Bergsonian’ -  though to the reader o f this text it must occasionally seem that everyone except 

Wyndham Lewis was, in Lewis’s eyes, a Bergsonian -  and to dismiss his politics as ‘proto-fascist’ 

{TWM, 52). Yet, as a simple review o f the citation index to The Art o f  Being Ruled will confirm, in 

the years Lewis worked on The Man o f  the World, Sorel continued to exercise upon him a baleful and 

regrettable influence.

Finally, in the third part o f the Appendix, Lewis proceeds to an analysis o f  the contemporary 

art world, a milieu he depicts as an alliance between a set o f  grotesque millionaire art-buyers, 

interested in ‘fashionably’ advanced painting, and a cadre o f sham-artists, ready to indulge them. 

This is the nightmare vision o f  camivalesque amateurism and corruption he will lambast a few years 

later in The Apes o f  God. On the face o f  it, there is little to connect this analysis to the material o f  the 

first two parts o f  the Appendix: the three fragments seem largely disjointed and out o f sequence. 

What unites them, I will argue, is a pattern o f  argument through disjunction and juxtaposition which 

constitutes one o f  the most valuable hallmarks of Lewis’s critical style. In what follows, I will
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reconstruct the cumulative argument o f these three critical segments, the conjunction of which point, 

as I will argue, to a serious departure in Lewis’s thought, traceable to a strict timeline, between 

publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled in March, and the production of ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton’ 

in January of the following year. For by the time he wrote the Appendix, he had begun a distinct 

retreat from the anti-humanist ferocity o f the earlier polemic. What Lewis articulates in the Appendix 

is a series of far-reaching modifications to his political thought, modifications which must be 

understood in context with the biographical and historical circumstances: the hostile reception of The 

Art o f  Being Ruled, the deteriorating relations between Lewis and (through Pound) the Parisian avant- 

garde, and, as I will argue principally, the occasion of the 1926 General Strike.

The Bill of Hate

In the first section of the Appendix, Lewis reviews and responds outright to some of the most 

forthright criticisms of The Art o f  Being Ruled. He is not exactly -  as it seems he was constitutionally 

incapable of being -  conciliatory. But he does attempt to ‘summarise’ and so to rephrase his earlier 

argument, with revealing consequences. He begins by outlining what was, he claims, the objective of 

the earlier text: the provision of what he calls ‘a critical organism,’ a sort of protective structure 

within which theories of art, literature and philosophy might go on being constructed, uncontested by 

questions of a political character. This is a peculiar definition, perhaps overstrained, Lewis wanting it 

to fulfil too many functions at once. For one thing, he identifies the demonstrably political arguments 

of the ensuing text as in some way apolitical, their purpose being somehow narrowly artistic. More 

importantly he seems to indicate that the arguments outlined in The Art o f  Being Ruled will in some 

sense w'ork to absolve the artist of any political duty. This declaration o f political neutrality comes 

readily to Lewis, as here in the Appendix itself where he states that:
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In a period of such obsessing political controversy as the present, I believe I am that 

strange animal, the individual without any politics at all.'^

This must be regarded as an outright evasive tactic. In The Art o f  Being Ruled he could argue the case 

for ‘some modified form of fascism’: now, he disclaims politics altogether. Lewis’s argument here 

can be read as a simple restatement o f the position defined within The Art o f  Being Ruled itself as that 

o f Rousseau, who Lewis cites as a precedent for simply resigning control to an executive. ‘Rousseau .

. . disposed o f politics once and for all by handing them over to a central, professedly political, power 

. . . The individualism of Rousseau relegated the political part o f the animal, man, to a political 

machine, in order to free him for personal satisfactions. From his point o f view it would be a far 

worse slavery to belong to an active political organism . . . than to be despotically governed by some 

one power, in whose hands every one agrees to leave the outward political direction of their 

existence.’'* It is on these tenuous grounds that Lewis proceeds to his notorious call for ‘some 

modified form of fascism,’ as conserving or specialising the human energy needed for the production 

o f art. By this means the ‘leader-king,’ like the practitioner of any other occupation or function, can 

fulfil his duty. Lewis is presenting himself, in the Appendix, as apolitical in the same way as earlier 

he had presented Rousseau. The political naivety and, worse, the wilful apathy o f this position reveal 

Lewis at his most despicably evasive. However, this is the only position Lewis can take which will 

not take him deeper into the ethical morass revealed by The Art o f  Being Ruled. His declaration of 

neutrality is in fact an attempt to sidestep in retrospect this morass. Lewis is making a palpable retreat 

here from the political realm, simultaneously revising the political implications of his earlier text and 

simultaneously trying to dismiss any suggestion of its politicisation in the first place.

This was actually a common formulation amongst modernist writers, still capable intermittently o f  believing 
in a peculiar autonomy for the artist. W oolf believed the artist could transcend politics, as did Eliot, convictions 
to which the next generation o f  writers did not feel the same entitlement.

Lewis goes on to describe Rousseau’s politics as in some way non-westem, perhaps again skirting around the 
model o f  the Indian caste system: ‘His attitude would have been more like that o f  the people o f  India, who have 
seen so many conquerors establish themselves in overlordship o f their soil, and who have indifferently accepted 
them, always hoping for the b e s t . . .  The mysticism o f Rousseau was un-european, or not characteristic o f  
Western thought, for that reason. It implied a disbelief in the efficiency o f  the roman standards o f  material 
power and o f  universal political initiative.’ ABR, pp. 314-5.
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The formulation will not hold, o f course, as Lewis seems himself aware, for he goes on to 

acknowledge, and answer, specific political criticisms of The Art o f  Being Ruled as ‘a blow at human 

freedom,’ a charge he denies, claiming that the sort of ‘freedom’ under question was freedom of only 

a very spurious quality, ‘a group of trivial and meaningless liberties, which, in the pursuit of their 

small claims, obstructed freedom’ (TWM, 117). The shibboleth of ‘freedom’ and the mantra of 

‘democracy’ are to Lewis perfidious ideological tools used to manipulate and engineer the behaviour 

o f helpless subject masses. Unable, however, to deny outright his earlier equanimity about these 

orchestrations of power, he goes on now to describe his earlier endorsement as a ‘humane’ 

manoeuvre, claiming as his aim the circumvention of ‘the next war’ by demonstrating to the 

operatives o f democratic hegemony the propagandistic potential of the devices of mass-control 

already to hand within the Anglo-Saxon countries:

It had been triumphantly demonstrated, I showed, that these democratic masses could 

be governed without a hitch by suggestion and hypnotism -  Press, Wireless, Cinema.

So what need is there, that was my humane contention, to slaughter them? . . .  In the 

endeavour to prove my humane thesis I was led to what appeared, it seems, a cynical 

acceptance of the processes I advocated -  in preference, it was to be understood, to 

wholesale destruction o f our kind. My book was described in one quarter as a ‘Bill of 

Hate’ directed against mankind. What a strange misunderstanding! {TWM, 117.)

Lewis dismisses this accusation, yet goes on to make a rare retraction o f his previous position; ‘I have 

somewhat modified my views since I wrote that book as to the best procedure for ensuring . . . true 

freedom . . .  I now believe, for instance, that people should be compelled to be freer and more 

“individualistic” than they naturally desire to be, rather than that their native unfreedom and instinct 

towards slavery should be encouraged and organised’ {ABR, 118).

His wording is slippery, but crucially Lewis concedes that the ‘native unfreedom and instinct 

toward slavery’ o f the masses should not be ‘encouraged.’ This is a thorny, indirect and 

noncommittal renegotiation o f his position, but it amounts to a rare retraction o f a previous argument.
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His ‘for instance’ is a devious rhetorical device, attempting to downplay the significance of this 

reversal, for in fact this very question of ‘slavery’ and organisation is crucial to a reading o f The Art o f  

Being Ruled. Lewis is here qualifying and reinterpreting a substantial section o f the earlier work, and 

in so doing betrays a certain heightened sensitivity to the ramifications of some of the more 

authoritarian recommendations o f the earlier text. Evidently, then, something has intervened to 

change or dilute his earlier endorsement of centralised authoritarian power. He is more suspicious of 

corporate power and centralised authority. He is less willing to consign the mass to circumscription. 

That is not to say that he disclaims entirely the import of the previous text. As I argued in the last 

chapter. The Art o f  Being Ruled consists of two major strands, a critique o f a decadent post-war 

settlement or a ‘moronic inferno,’ and a proposal for a syndicalist ‘quiescent utopia’ founded on 

slavery, two critical impulses which even Lewis’s considerable synergetic gift cannot make ftilly 

cohere. In the third section o f the Appendix, having disclaimed the proto-fascistic motive, he lays 

emphasis instead upon the indictment of the revolutionary rich, reiterating the contempt for the 

amateur given such memorable and extended articulation in The Art o f  Being Ruled. He thereby 

indirectly and subtly re-emphasises that element of f/ie Ari o f  Being Ruled focussing upon the various 

fashionable ‘cults’ which characterise the behaviour of the ‘post-war’ middle classes. As already 

demonstrated, however, this constitutes one part only of a dual text. In reframing the argument o f The 

Art o f  Being Ruled, I argue, Lewis is already, less than a year after publication, effectively retracting 

the casual brutality o f his earlier vision o f an occupational utopia.

He does not refer to it explicitly, but there is one review in particular o f The Art o f  Being 

Ruled to which it might be imagined Lewis is at least in part responding here. Richard Aldington, ex- 

Imagist and once a friend of Lewis’s, in his review for The Saturday Review o f  Literature, subjected 

Lewis’s text to a particularly damning critique. While he does stop short -  barely -  of calling Lewis a 

‘crank,’ he does charge him with being, what might in fact have been for Lewis worse, an ‘amateur.’ 

The Art o f  Being Ruled, he argues, ‘is one o f those magnificent amateur constructions o f thought for 

which the English are so justly famous. It seems to possess many of the materials o f a great book, but
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materials arranged and displayed in a curious and baffling way, as if the author had something 

mysterious to conceal.’'® He goes on to identify two distinct impulses within the text:

All one firmly possesses here is the certainty, that Mr. Lewis, like others before him, 

is more successful in his “Inferno” than in his ‘Paradiso,’ in denouncing things as 

they are than in reconstructing them as he thinks they ought to be. He scores heavily 

off enfeebled democracy, like a prizefighter with a novice; and this display earns 

rounds o f applause. But the changes, the improvements, the new severe 

organizations advocated or hinted at by Mr. Lewis are received in silence. They are 

as repulsive, and probably as unlikely to be adopted, as all the other Utopias from 

Plato's to William Morris's.^”

In the Appendix, Lewis may be responding to Aldington’s criticism as much as to the charge of 

writing a ‘Bill of Hate,’ in that he seems to register these strictures, foregrounding the one against the 

other, the moronic inferno against the ‘paradiso.’ Whatever the reason, the blueprint of an 

authoritarian utopia is, in Lewis’s own revision only a year after the book’s publication, suppressed.

In later accounts of The Art o f  Being Ruled, he is consistent in obscuring these same latent 

textual impulses. As outlined above, Lewis took pains in his intellectual memoir. Rude Assignment, 

to point up the distinction between the two imperatives, the ‘quiescent utopia’ and the ‘moronic 

inferno.’ Rude Assignment was written in 1951, o f course -  Pound was still incarcerated in 

Washington DC, his reputation smirched, and his life only tenuously safeguarded, after his earlier 

support o f Mussolini -  and its publication is often read as an act of pragmatic revisionism. In the 

chapter on The Art o f  Being Ruled, for instance, Lewis answers the charge o f having ‘preach[ed] a 

power doctrine’ {RA, 187). This he stridently denies, recasting again his earlier argument and creating 

what he calls a ‘case for the defence.’ He restates much of his earlier argument, about the cults of the

Aldington’s criticism o f Lewis’s style here is incisive. Certainly, as he suggests, sense o f dread, and a general 
paranoia regarding some secret conspiratorial agency, dogs much o f Lewis’s polemic. He concludes, however, 
with a rather trite generalisation: ‘Some lucid-minded Frenchman, one feels, is needed to sort out and to 
rearrange all this heterogeneous and discursive matter.’ Richard Aldington, ‘Mr Lewis on Everything,’ p. 4.

Ibid., p. 4.
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post-war and the concomitant decline of a ‘masculinist’ or patriarchal norm he can now more readily 

and more critically equate with the edifice of ‘Western Civilisation.’ And he cites his earlier 

controversial distinction between the creative life o f the few and the more common type- or herd-life 

of the many. However he does not reaffirm the earlier text’s casual acquiescence in exploitation of 

this ‘herd-life’ by the instruments of centralised power. He does not mention here his earlier 

recommendation o f ‘some modified form of fascism.’ Instead he simply reiterates the differentiation 

between the crowd and the creative man as a mere observation o f fact. According to Lewis,

There is nothing illiberal in these observations and suggestions. They are mere 

commonsense. The majority want to be fed, clothed, and housed properly, to be 

provided with plenty of coarse entertainment -  bread and circuses, in a word -  and 

that is all (RA, 199).

Lewis is simply outlining, he argues, a demonstrable truth, that this ‘majority . . .  do not, and never 

will, wish to acquire, or allow you to impose on them, “culture” ’ (R.4, 199). Again he adverts to the 

guild socialist model:

[A] rational ordering o f life according to fundamental aptitude becomes the aim: the 

actor will act; the politician govern and inflate himself; the research-worker, the 

profit-motive banished, work with more profit to science; the butcher will dissect his 

carcases, without cutting out all the best bits for the richest customers; the lawyer 

will pettifog, as is his nature; the dentist gas people for the extraction; the detective 

shadow his man; the money-lender practise (in a small way) his usury; the etcher 

etch; the sculptor sculpt; the fiddler saw his sobbing and shrieking instrument.

The changes I am anticipating are a happy recognition o f structural unchangeability 

(RA, 202).
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Lewis’s use of the word ‘rational’ here is of course telling, clearly reframing the societal model o f the 

caste system as a rational paradigm. The suggestion of efficiency has lost none o f its allure. Lewis 

now represents this system as a sort o f happy resignation to the inevitable: to structural 

unchangeability. He does not state whether this system represents biological, learned or enforced 

difference, though he does feel it necessary to add that ‘there is not the least taint of 

Uebermenschlichkeit anywhere in my mind’ (RA, 203), and he goes on to compare himself with a 

plumber.^'

‘Harry the plumber’ would be a startlingly condescending rhetorical device if it were not so 

typical of Lewis’s poetics o f excess. In this as elsewhere, it must be conceded, his representation is 

substantially consistent with the earlier text. His revisionism must instead be traced through his 

elisions, and through one or two explicit modifications, as when he admits his original 

recommendations o f a division ‘as profound as that between one species and another’ to be inculcated 

between ‘natures’ and ‘puppets’ -  or homo stultus -  might have been a little extreme {RA, 204). He 

confesses to what he calls ‘a tincture of intolerance’ {RA, 203). More significantly, he acknowledges 

the link between his arguments in The Art o f  Being Ruled and the industrial-rationalist enterprise, a 

link of which he suggests he was unconscious, though his repeated references to Henry Ford can be 

brought to bear to refute this. Lewis illustrates and distances himself from the suggestion of corporate 

rationalisation by means o f an anecdote;

I was congratulated a short while ago by a man known to you all by name, upon this 

particular book. In discussing it with him I was embarrassed to find that he regarded 

it -  approvingly -  as teaching something ‘managerial,’ of great interest to 

prospective leaders of men” or those managerially minded.

This plumber, named Harry, is to be imagined in the next room happily fixing Lewis’s toilet while he 
compiles his memoir. ‘Harry the plumber (who has a head like a Fifteenth Century French king) is 
impenetrable. So no doubt am I. Out o f  our two impenetrabilities we greet each other in brotherly style. He 
tells me o f  his day-long diarrhoea earlier in the week . .  . Harry would not enjoy taking my place -  he would far 
prefer to be under my bath, looking for a leak.’ RA, p. 203. Again it is difficult to gauge whether Lewis is 
toying with the reader or if  he is in fact almost sociopathically callous.
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Lewis admits that ‘the power-technician might leam  something from i t . . . [but] it was certainly not in 

the interests o f  pow er in any shape or form that I wrote it.’ According to Lewis, ‘the new social 

pattern I advocate is . .  . not a theory o f the State. It is not concerned with the art o f  rulm g’ {RA, 204). 

This statement it would be easy to refute with reference to the original text, a fact o f  w hich Lewis 

h im self is only too aware. On the one hand, his objective is to ‘rebut the charge that I offer to the 

would-be tyrant a tempting prospect o f m an’s helplessness: that I have been responsible for something 

akin to the introduction o f  a ravening w o lf into the nursery’ {RA, 187). Yet on the other he must 

admit to his outright endorsement o f the Jesuits’ strictures o f  obedience, arguing that the average 

herd-man wanted only “to be looked after, disciplined into insensitiveness, spared from suffering by 

the insensibility and blind dependence on a will superior to their own.’” ^̂  This is the difficulty faced 

by any com m entator on The A rt o f  Being Ruled, even -  as is demonstrated here -  Lewis himself: ‘It is 

not an easy book to write about, because its argument bursts out into manifold b y w a y s . L e w i s ’s 

‘case for the defence,’ then, is itself a hedged and inconsistent sleight o f hand: Lew is’s dialogic style, 

in 1951 as in 1926, makes any definitive encapsulation o f his ‘authentic’ position impossible.

Nevertheless, a certain consistency can be traced in the revisions of Rude Assignment and 

those articulated more than two decades earlier, in the immediate wake o f  The A rt o f  Being Ruled. In 

both cases, Lewis is revising his commitment to a politically centrist, potentially authoritarian, 

Sorelian, caste-organised (and in many ways distinctly fascist) societal model as the solution to the 

quandary o f  modernity. In both cases he is distancing him self from the brutal, Hulmean vision o f a 

debased and devalued humanity articulated in The Art o f  Being Ruled. He is no longer in favour o f  a 

Fordian managerialism, o f the hyper-rationalised societal model which constitutes the end-point o f  the 

cult o f  outright professionalist efficiency. On the level o f political ideology, he refuses to reiterate his 

endorsement o f anti-humanism; though his commitment to an anti-humanist ideal in art remains

Lewis singles this quotation out as one which has been the cause of particular reputational damage: ‘those 
words of mine have cost me dear.’ RA, p. 204-5.

Lewis goes on: ‘There is a further complication. It was my idea at the outset -  inspired by the Hegelian 
dialectic, with its thesis and antithesis -  to state here and there both sides of the question to be debated, and 
allow these opposites to struggle in the reader’s mind for the ascendancy and there find their synthesis. I did not 
take this very far: vestiges of it nevertheless exist, a sourced of occasional embarrassment.’ RA, p. 183. This can 
be made very easily sound like a weak excuse for any inexcusable position outlined in the original text, but it 
does chime with Campbell’s conceptualisation of Lewis as a fundamentally dialogic or positional thinker.
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something of a philosophical obstacle, as I will show in the next chapter. Lewis retained to the end of 

his life his belief in a fundamental division between creative and passive man, but after The Art o f  

Being Ruled, he never again argued for such ruthless and outright control o f the passive herd. What I 

would argue is that the 1951 retraction o f an earlier noxious espousal of a brand o f authoritarian 

radicalism was not simply, as it has been described, the panicked revisionism of a fascist sympathiser 

in the wake of the second world war, though there may of course have been pragmatic calculations 

involved in the decision to broadcast the retraction at this particular historical juncture. Rather, a 

close reading of the Appendix will demonstrate that the ramifications of that notorious chapter o f The 

Art o f  Being Ruled -  recommending a form of fascism for England -  and the more unedifying 

concessions to centralised power had already been revised by the end o f 1926.

The motivation for this rare revision on Lewis’s part is not, however, either in the Appendix 

or later in Rude Assignment, made explicit. Instead, it is through the juxtaposition o f the retraction of 

the first section with the critical material o f the subsequent two sections that some sequence of 

intellectual development can be reconstructed. What follows is far more recalcitrant material, 

centring upon a keyword that seems to have vexed Lewis enormously; revolution. One source of 

difficulty resides in the often loose usage of the word itself, to describe both political and artistic 

upheaval. Lewis follows this usage, reftising to separate the concept into separate fields, yet unable to 

reconcile them: in this valorisation of the idea o f revolution can be discerned the influence upon 

Lewis o f that arch-syndicalist, Georges Sorel. I argued in the previous chapter for an excavation of an 

ideological link between Lewis and the guild socialist critics of The New Age, but this is not to 

obscure the acknowledged and explicit line o f influence exerted upon Lewis by Sorel. Sorel was in 

the 1920s a ubiquitous influence. His name was synonymous with syndicalism, and the popular 

demon of the ‘general strike.’ Originating in Sorel’s 1906 series of critical essays, Reflexions sur la 

violence, the idea o f the ‘general strike’ was a radical one, an advocacy o f a cross-industrial, all-out 

strike, based not on any specific demands by wage-eamers but upon an uncompromising desire to 

violently overturn the industrial status quo. Lewis’s evolving attitude toward Sorel can hence serve to 

index the progress of a transition in Lewis’s politics. For, if Lewis’s utopia is a fascist one, it has its 

roots in guild socialism and Sorelian syndicalism. And it is to this shared territory between Lewis and
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thinkers such as Sorel that the second part of the Appendix points, with its extended reflections on 

‘creative revolution.’

Revolution, Sorel and the General Strike

Lewis began his career as a ‘revolutionary’ painter, and writer, and remained throughout his life 

committed to one form or another of artistic ‘revolution.’ Yet upon publication o f Time and Western 

Man he was recast by many as a reactionary, a misreading o f Lewis’s project which has persisted in 

some quarters to this day, '̂* and which can in fact be attributed to the semantic bagginess, recognised 

by Lewis himself, of the paradigm o f ‘revolution.’ This word, ‘revolution,’ and what he sees as its 

widespread misuse, are o f crucial importance to Lewis during this period, a keyword to which he 

returns again and again, becoming a sort of theoretical crucible for his ideas about politics, art, 

culture, industrialisation and ‘progress.’ Lewis's thoughts on revolution were extremely complex, but 

it can be ascertained that he remained committed to a form of ‘creative revolution’ in the field o f ideas 

throughout his life. For the evolution of this concq3l he owed a debt to Sorel. And Lewis was 

notoriously resentful of his debtors. Hence The Art o f  Being Ruled, which was written under the 

monolithic and explicit influence of Sorel and Nietzsche, is succeeded by Time and Western Man, 

from which any reference at all to Sorel has been ruthlessly excised. In the second part o f the 

Appendix specifically, Lewis negotiates with customary thominess the legacy o f Sorel. He does so 

only obliquely, however, in a discourse on the idea of revolution. He does not name Sorel, but in light 

of the evidence o f The Art o f  Being Ruled, his obscured presence in the text can be assumed. 

Refracted through the lens of this suppressed influence, Lewis’s treatment o f ‘revolution’ here can 

help to explain both his apparent reactive stance in Time and Western Man, and his use o f the General 

Strike as a symbolic centrepiece in his later representations of the interwar period.

Most notably in the 1981 text by Frederic Jameson, Fables o f Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, The Modernist as 
Fascist {\919\ London; Verso, 2008), in which Jameson portrays Lewis as a turncoat to the cause of the avant- 
garde and worse, as his tide suggests, a reactionary political thinker and sympathetic fascist. Jameson’s 
portrayal of Lewis’s politics has been widely challenged, but the imprint of his argument, and its effect upon the 
placement of Lewis within modemist studies, has never been entirely countered.
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The pre-war Vorticist Lewis would have seen himself as openly sympathetic to the 

revolutionary energies o f the suffragettes, the miners, even, as Paul Peppis notes, the Ulster Unionists 

under Carson.^^ The artistic energies o f Blast are resolutely allied with the energies of the pre-war 

revolutionary ferment: Blast channels the industrial and societal unease o f the period in ways which 

neither Lewis nor any o f his Vorticist colleagues would find it possible to repeat, as for that matter nor 

would any other English artist for decades to come.^® The salute to the suffragettes in the final pages 

of the first volume o f Blast, though admittedly extremely patronising and hardly zealous -  ‘WE 

MAKE YOU A PRESENT OF OUR VOTES . . .  WE ADMIRE YOUR ENERGY. YOU AND 

ARTISTS ARE THE ONLY THINGS (YOU DON'T MIND BEING CALLED THE^GS?) LEFT IN 

ENGLAND WITH A LITTLE LIFE IN THEM’ {Bl, 151) -  would be as a gesture simply 

unimaginable for the later Lewis. Nevertheless this early association o f political and aesthetic 

radicalisms was in many ways for Lewis foundational. He would always retain a belief in the 

transformative power o f great art, and in the necessity for genuine revolutions in European thought. 

However, in the years following the First World War, such a revolution came to seem less and less 

likely, and the potentiality articulated in The Caliph's Design, came to seem the vortices o f a 

particular, short-lived post-war naivety, a naivety Lewis seems to have later found compromising and 

taken pains, as evidenced in Blasting and Bombardiering, to obscure. The artist and the 

revolutionary, which had been in the fervour o f the pre-war London scene practically commutative 

terms, began in Lewis’s head to diverge -  at precisely the moment when they were beginning in the 

popular consciousness, or at least in the consciousness o f the emergent audiences for modernist 

literature and art, to blend.

Paul Peppis, Literature, Politics and the English Avant-Garde, pp. 87-8.
David Peters Corbett gives an overview o f what has generally been seen as the subsequent ‘failure’ o f English 

art in the immediate post-war period and through the 1920s: its lack o f adventure or political engagement, its 
decorative introspection, its timorous and revisionist realism. ‘If in the few years before 1922 it had seemed 
possible to envisage a peace as dynamic as the war it followed, from this moment on “tranquillity” came to 
characterise the twenties, and a desire not to confront the dislocation of the world remained the keynote for the 
rest of the decade.’ David Peters Corbett, The Modernity o f  English Art, 1914-30, p. 61. According to Dennis 
Farr, The 1920s in Britain were not very conducive to the fostering of youthful imaginative talent, and looking 
back over the period one has the impression if  not o f  actual stagnation in the visual arts, at least o f  
uncertainty.' Dennis Farr, English Art, 1870-1940 (London: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 248. Charles 
Harrison is blunter, dismissing the ‘unpromising decade’ outright. Charles Harrison, English Art and 
Modernism, 1900-1939, p. 203.
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A number o f critics, both contemporaries o f Lewis and later scholars, have noted the 

influence upon Lewis of a certain strand of continental philosophy deriving from Nietzsche, 

articulated by Sorel, Benda and Berth, amongst others. As Dasenbrock points out, Lewis’s 

intellectual debts were not, like Eliot’s, to his European contemporaries, but ‘to the pre-war milieu in 

which he had intellectually (and artistically) come of age’ {ABR, 435). The work o f a compact o f pre

war, largely French thinkers populate his polemics o f the 1920s: he spent many formative years 

living, and then holidaying in Paris between 1903 and 1914 and that intellectual climate retained for 

the rest of his life an enormous influence upon him. His was not however a stagnant or reactive 

enterprise. As Dasenbrock argues, his synthesis and development of the insights o f the pre-war 

continental theorists, and his application of the results to the post-war settlement, was an 

extraordinary achievement. If any criticism were to be levelled against Lewis in this respect, it would 

be that he perhaps concentrated too closely upon this nexus o f European anti-humanist thinkers, to the 

detriment of his contemporaries and his countrymen. This deficiency is most obvious in The Art o f  

Being Ruled, in which Lewis constructs his proposals for an occupational caste society largely on the 

basis of Sorel’s writings, without any reference at all to the anti-humanist heritage in England, to 

Hulme, Maeztu and the New Age writers. Just as Sorel would be excised from Lewis’s intellectual 

genealogy the following year, so these writers constitute a notable absence from the 1926 text, in spite 

of his connections with them, in spite o f their pertinence to his thesis, in spite o f the fact that the 

legacy of the guild socialists was in some ways far more readily applicable to the socio-political 

situation upon which Lewis had set his sights.

Be that as it may, the philosophical synthesis which Lewis was able to achieve through his 

intellectual engagement with the work of the nucleus of French pre-war philosophers remains an 

incredible feat, hi many ways, The Man o f  the World represents simply a long negotiation o f the 

influence of these thinkers (in particular Nietzsche and Sorel), a process o f absorption, assimilation 

and eventual rejection similar perhaps to the one famously undergone by Nietzsche with respect to his 

mentor, Wagner. Following publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled, Lewis began to emerge from the 

shadow of this compact o f ideas. In particular he was able in subsequent years to quite thoroughly 

disentangle himself from influence o f Sorel. His engagement with Sorel, as o f course with Sorel's
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precursor Bergson, grows distinctly colder even, as noted, after only a year. During the writing of The 

Art o f  Being Ruled, however, Sorel’s ideas retained their ascendancy for Lewis: he refers directly to 

Sorel by name in this text more than any other thinker, including Nietzsche. In particular, as he 

acknowledges, his vision o f an occupational dystopia has its roots in syndicalist energy. Much of 

what he goes on in the Appendix o f 1927 to either implicitly or explicitly reject -  the occupational 

utopia -  is in fact the material most bound up with the radical anti-humanism o f Sorel’s peculiar 

socialism. So, though he does not mention Sorel by name, he is here treating material worked out 

with such heavy allusions to Sorel in The Art o f  Being Ruled that the French thinker can be fairly 

confidently posited as a sub-textual presence. It is difficult, for instance, under the circumstances, to 

ignore the connection between Sorel’s mythology of the General Strike, outlined at length in his most 

famous book. Reflexions sur la violence (itself first translated into English by T.E. Hulme in 1914), 

and the distinctly unheroic debacle of the 1926 ‘General Strike’ which followed so closely the 

publication o f Lewis’s polemic. Whatever the reasons, by the time he came to write Time and 

Western Man, Lewis’s enthusiasm for the work o f Sorel has distinctly chilled. To understand this 

development, however, it will first be necessary to evaluate the critical influence of Sorel upon The 

Art o f  Being Ruled.

In the very first section o f The Art o f  Being Ruled, Lewis specifically addresses the 

composition of Sorel’s syndicalism, revealing at its root a societal ideal which crucially informs his 

own. According to Lewis, ‘The real social classes are, for the syndicalist, occupational classes or 

syndics, of course . . .  At the bottom of the syndicalist idea is the wish for a caste system’ {ABR, 29), 

a system elsewhere articulated in The Art o f  Being Ruled as a lynchpin o f Lewis’s utopia. Like Lewis, 

Sorel contrasts the ‘abomination’ of abstract man with ‘the narrow class-man, or better, caste-man, the 

narrow occupational mannequin, the narrow integral self-effaced unit o f  the syndic. The bootmaker 

[for Sorel] must have only bootmaking thoughts’ {ABR, 30). He goes on to summarise the syndicalist 

position thus:

The majority of men should, and indeed must, be screwed down and locked up in

their functions. They must be functional specialists -  the doctor smelling o f drugs,
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the professional blue-spectacled, bent, and powdered with snuff, the soldier stiff and 

m artial, etc, etc. The only person who can be an ‘all-round’ man, eclaire, full o f 

scepticism, wide general knowledge, and ‘lights’ is the ruler: and he must be that -  

that is his specialisation. This is naturally not the way that the syndicalists put it. 

But it is what is implied in the political system o f  Sorel and the other syndicalists 

(A B R , 3 l ) .

This vision becomes then the organising principle for his ftinctionalist utopia. It is a syndicated 

society organised on equable principles but with one particular privileged stratum. This stratum  is 

form ed on a m eritocratic basis, but Lewis makes it clear that those who occupy it will be in some 

unspecified way biologically distinct from members o f all other syndicates.^’

Lewis goes on to make clear other areas o f shared territory. He commends at a num ber o f 

points Sorel’s resistance to the democratic process, the societal and cultural impetus to ‘m ix.’ For 

both Sorel and Lewis, the idea o f an undifferentiated, non-specific ‘Abstract M an’ was anathema, 

representative ‘For us, as for Sorel, [ofl the last decadence Ot'that false revolutionary m ovem ent that 

began with the great m onarchies o f  Europe in the sixteenth century’ (ABR,  223). Lewis vocalises a 

fear o f  the masses characteristic o f  a certain common thread through m odernist literature.^* Lewis 

goes further o f course, equating femininity with the undifferentiated swathe o f natural hum anity and

This strain of biological determinism is never very scientifically examined, but runs as a leitmotif through 
Lewis’s criticism. It is given its most articulate expression in a 1922 essay, ‘The Credentials of the Painter,’ in 
which Lewis argues that ‘the painter is a different sort of artist from any other,’ representing ‘a more generalised 
human type’ than any other. The nature of this purported distinction remains a major fiindamental lynchpin of 
his argument which he fails ever to satisfactorily define. COH, pp. 66-76.

The aversion of the modernists to the masses is outlined most clearly and most dismissively by John Carey in 
The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice amongst the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880-1939. In his 
determination to vilify the high modernists, and to salvage from the wreckage the reputation of Arnold Bennett, 
Carey pays insufficient attention to the binary nature of the modernist attitude to the ‘masses,’ the openness of 
Joyce and Woolf for instance toward the potential corrosion of cultural authority through the ‘disintegrative’ 
forces of urbanisation and democratisation. For an exposition of this counter-argument, see David Tratner, 
Modernism and Mass Politics: Joyce, Woolf, Eliot, Yeats (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995). 
Nevertheless, Carey’s argument has provided a salutary injection into modernist criticism, even if his 
conclusions have been largely superseded by a more even-handed overview of the situation of ‘modernism’ 
within a prism of literary and non-literary activities. See for instance John Xiros Cooper, Modernism and the 
Culture o f  Market Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and 
Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922, Thomas Strychacz, Modernism, Mass Culture and Professionalism, and Maria di 
Battista, ‘Introduction’ to High and Low Moderns, ed. by Maria di Battista and Lucy McDiarmuid (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1996).
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characterising the masculine as a sort of uncomfortable excrescence -  the ‘carefully nurtured 

secondary development’ or ‘temperamental erection,’ always liable to collapse. There are certain 

points upon which Lewis registers disagreement with Sorel: Lewis disagrees very forcibly with him, 

for instance, on the subject o f ‘carnage’: ‘I found myself in the blood-bath of the Great War, and in

that situation reflected on the vanity o f violence’ {ABR, 122). He goes on to find fault with Sorel’s

heroisation o f the proletariat, his posturing as a ‘splenetic ariel.’̂ ’ Yet there remains a clear consensus 

between Lewis and Sorel about the organisation o f an ideal or utopian society along syndicate or guild 

lines. In fact Lewis only corrects Sorel’s model on the point o f his inveterate anti-intellectualism. He 

criticises Sorel’s syndicalist model for its failure to recognise a syndic o f intellectuals. It is strange, he 

argues,

that Sorel, Berth, and the syndicalists, with their great sense o f reality where the 

worker was concerned -  every worker, that is, except the intellectual worker -  

should have had so little sense and instinct where they themselves were concerned.

Indeed, they had so very little that they spent their time in abusing the intellectual -  

themselves -  from morning til night . . . What would you think o f a baker who was 

always talking with an immense contempt for those half-naked whitening figures 

who spend their horrible lives in the disgusting occupation o f shovelling pieces of 

dough in and out o f a filthy oven? {ABR, 352-3.)

Lewis on the contrary recognises that a reordered society will require an elite of ‘creative’ men. 

Lewis’s contribution, then, is to call for a syndicalist society with a meritocratic elite at its head, and 

here we get extremely close to the principles o f totalitarian organisation. Aside from that however, 

Sorel’s ascendancy seems very clear. Lewis goes so far as to call him the ‘key to all contemporary 

political thought’ {ABR, 119).

His critique o f  Sorel here blends neatly and fortuitously with his critique o f  Nietzsche: he argues that Sorel 
‘steals the philosophy o f  “war,” in short, and passes it quickly to the “slave” against whom the romantic 
Nietzsche had designed that it should be used.’ ABR, p. 120.
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Yet, only a year later, in Time and Western Man Sorel is given surprisingly short shrift.^” He 

is first of all dismissed as ‘a disciple of Bergson,’ a follower that is o f the new arch-enemy. In one 

line Lewis dismisses this gleeful dedicatee of the ‘Time-philosophy’ he sets out with this text to 

deconstruct: ‘Sorel -  a disciple o f Bergson -  in his Reflexions sur la violence, sings the same 

bergsonian song; only in his case it is a sanguinary one, whereas Bergson is more “detached,” and is 

not so specific as to what happens to you once you surrender yourself to the flux-god’ {TWM, 201). 

His argument about this philosophy of flux is a complex one, beyond the parameters o f this thesis, but 

at its most broad his target is what Lewis sees as a ‘strategy of defeat’: the wilfiil abjection o f the 

modem subject before the forces o f ‘disintegration.’ These ‘forces’ manifest themselves across 

cultural fields, in art and literature as well as philosophy, politics, fashion, industry and science as an 

ideology o f ‘flux.’ This hypothesis allows Lewis to combine the stream-of-consciousness technique 

of Joyce with the scientific vulgarisation of Einstein’s relativity, and to speculate upon a nefarious 

agency behind them, the object o f which was the moral dissolution of western society and the collapse 

of the standards of western art. At times, in the grip of a sort of paranoid prophetic excess, Lewis 

seems to be predicting actual physical aimihilation as well. Sorel, in this analysis, becomes for Lewis 

simply another advocate o f flux, o f dissolution, of chaos. The democratically undifferentiated mass of 

the political field in The Art o f  Being Ruled has become a more nebulous discursive arrangement: an 

ideology o f self-destruction, the outcome of which will be the end o f art.

That this ideology -  appearing in the artistic field as ‘revolutionary’ -  actually serves the 

requirements of corporate capitalism is made clear in ‘The Subject as King o f the Psychological 

World,’ when Lewis goes on to look at developments in military science and behaviourist theory. He 

places Sorel in conjunction with Robert Yerkes (the eugenicist pioneer of the hitelligence Test after 

the First World War),^' revealing as he does so a distinct deviation from positions he had advocated in

To compare only the index citations between the two works: Sorel is given thirty-one entries in The Art o f  
Being Ruled, many o f  them referring to extensive treatments o f  his theoretical work in the text, and this aside 
from the full chapter devoted to Sorel, ABR, pp. 119-122. In Time and Western Man he is cited a mere seven  
times. This cannot o f  course be considered anything like a conclusive proof o f  his declining influence, but in 
two books o f  such overlapping subject matter and with such continuities in theoretical threads, it is surely at any 
rate a telling sign.

Yerkes is what Lewis calls a ‘Tester,’ a phenomenon o f  modernity. ‘Like the phrenologist, or character- 
reader in the tent at the fair, the ‘Tester” “tells your character,” only he has a pretentious “laboratory” to do it in.
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The Art o f  Being Ruled. He begins by quoting Yerkes: “‘'Great will be our good fortune i f  the lesson 

in human engineering which the War has taught us is carried over, directly and effectively, into our 

civil institutions and activities''" Whether this proposed ‘mechanising of milhons of mankind’ is in 

fact advisable , Lewis goes on, ‘is a subject on which many different opinions must be held.’ Readers 

of The Art o f  Being Ruled could surely be forgiven for misapprehending what its author’s ‘opinion’ in 

this case might be. But Lewis goes on to clarify:

The ‘captains o f industry’ (and no doubt also the general staff) are o f one mind: the 

military organisation of the vast masses of people militarised during the War must be 

carried over into ‘civil life.’ We are naturally not of that opinion. The Napoleonic 

wars were pointed to by the French syndicalists o f the Sorel-Peguy type with 

admiration, as excuses for the organising and industrialising of France: and Sorel and 

Peguy were men o f irreproachable honour, especially Peguy. Little as theoretically 

your enslavement matters to me, or mine to you, it is uncertain still whether 

universal enslavement would benefit either mankind, you or me {TWM, 321-2).

This is a very different voice from that of the narrator o f The Art o f  Being Ruled. Here he associates 

the organisational principles o f Sorelian syndicalism with a certain military strain in Sorel’s 

imagination, and by associating him with the advocates o f American ‘human engineering’ and the 

‘mechanisation’ o f mankind, suggests a process of ideological collusion. The docility of the 

functionalised subject, which Lewis could so casually demand in The Art o f  Being Ruled, no longer 

appears so insignificant a requirement.

It is my contention that the reversal in Lewis’s evaluation o f Sorel can be read as an index of 

his evolving political mindset. Lewis discounts and attacks outright in Time and Western Man 

precisely that in Sorel’s thought which he had previously endorsed. Sorel had provided, in The Art o f  

Being Ruled, a prototype for Lewis’s authoritarian utopia: in reacting against Sorel, I argue, Lewis is

Beyond that he does nothing except testing your “intelligence,” and writing books for the educationalist 
department of health, for the employer of labour, and, generally speaking, anyone who may be interested to 
leam how to train human beings, and transform them into tractable machines.’ TWM, p. 320.
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excavating and excising his own earUer recommendations o f ‘some m odified form o f  fascism .’ The 

pre-w ar continental theorists like Sorel and Bergson were an undeniable influence on Lewis, but one 

which required extensive and ongoing filtration. Perhaps the writing o f  The A rt o f  Being Ruled  could 

best be understood in this light as a process o f exorcism. It is notable that the other pre-em inent 

textual presence in The A rt o f  B eing Ruled  is Friedrich Nietzsche, whose philosophy Lewis found it 

sim ilarly necessary to selectively evaluate and largely ultimately to reject. These dual processes o f 

assim ilation and reaction are indicative, I argue, o f a more general shift in Lew is’s ethical and 

political position, toward ultim ately a more humanistic criticism. This shift would be gradual, and 

incremental, a complicated intellectual negotiation o f his philosophical influences, typical o f  Lew is’s 

critical style (perhaps even what makes it valuable ), but it can be traced as a trajectory, beginning in 

the middle o f  1926, away from the anti-humanist hyper-rationalist position o f  The A rt o f  Being Ruled.

If this is so, then the Appendix can be seen to function as a sort o f  afterword or coda to The 

A rt o f  Being Ruled, in which the material o f the earlier text has been refined, crystaUised, and, 

importantly, ahered in the process. For he is not simply returning to a subject which had preoccupied 

him  in The A rt o f  Being Ruled] this represents a significant revision o f his position. H e had devoted 

the greater portion o f  the opening section o f The Art o f  Being Ruled  to an analysis o f  ‘revolution,’ 

distinguishing, first o f  all, between political revolution and a more fundamental, not necessarily 

violent ‘revolution o f  ideas,’ a concept he derives from Foillee’s theory o f  the '’idee fo rce .' The 

cataclysmic ‘archetype’ o f  Sorel’s notion o f revolution is for Lewis reductive: revolution, as he points 

out, need not end in M arxian ‘catastrophe.’ On the contrary, he argues, revolution is in some ways 

fundamental to m odem  industrial society. He cites an important passage from Das Kapital to support 

his argument:

M odem  industry never looks upon and treats the existing form a process o f  final. The 

technical basis o f  that industry is therefore revolutionary, while all earlier methods o f 

production were essentially conservative. By means o f m achinery, chemical 

processes, and other methods, it is continually causing changes, not only in the 

technical basis o f  production, but also in the functions o f the labourer, and in the
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social combinations o f the labour process. At the same time, it thereby revolutionises 

the division of labour within the society, and incessantly launches masses of capital 

and of workpeople from one branch of production to another/^

For Lewis, '’revolution, as we understand it today, is in origin purely a technical process’ {ABR, 23), 

underpirming what he calls a ‘religion o f impermanence’ {ABR, 25). Not everyone, he makes clear, is 

a revolutionary; nevertheless modem ‘anglo-saxon’ society is in fact, as an industrial society, 

revolutionary. This is a fact o f which he, with perhaps some trepidation, approves: ‘Without this 

technical dissolvent that has come to the assistance of philosophy and religion, men would have 

ceased to criticise life, perhaps, and a sad stagnation would have been the result. To be able at last to 

have a technique that enables men to regard life itself as something imperfect, like a machine to be 

superseded, should far outweigh any temporary inconveniences, or even murderous absent- 

mindedness, o f science’ {ABR, 23). The revolutionary mentality then is an impetus to material 

improvement, one which has ‘come to the assistance o f  philosophy and religion. In the midst o f this 

climate of perpetual upheaval, however, he sees art as immune to the revolutionary impulse. This 

might be understood perhaps as Lewis’s way of squaring his as-yet inarticulate dissatisfaction with 

advanced and ‘revolutionary’ painting and literature.

By the time he came to compile the Appendix to ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ however, 

his thoughts on the subject had shifted. The second section o f the document begins baldly: ‘Today 

everybody without exception is revolutionary. ’ He goes on to recast his earlier definition in similar 

terms but with slight, significant modifications. To start with, he restates the differentiation between 

political revolution and revolutions o f ideas. (Neither Sorel nor the General Strike, historical event or 

theoretical concept, is referred to explicitly here, but both have to be acknowledged as potential 

intellectual footnotes.) He then goes on to introduce a more significant dichotomy, that between 

‘Revolution’ as the creative work o f a small minority of ‘inventive, creative men’ -  ‘the preserve o f a 

few thousand men of science’ -  and ‘revolution’ in its popular usage. It is to this latter that he now 

directs his spleen. Lewis derides what he sees as the fashionable vulgarisation o f the idea of 

Marx, quoted via Edo Fimmen, in ABR, p. 22.
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revolution (and vulgarisation is another favourite term of Lewis’s at this time): he derides the 

imitative salon art of the followers, in particular, of Stein and Joyce. He describes the relationship 

between genuine art and a general ‘social life’̂  ̂ as comparable with that between pure science and 

industry. ‘Whereas it is generally Industry that betrays and distorts scientific invention in the course 

o f its exploitation, it is usually in the distorting medium o f social life that artistic invention is 

falsified’ {TWM, 123). Like work in the pure sciences, ‘Art’ is exploited and 'vulgarised' in this 

transaction. This dual model o f creative and spurious revolution, suggested initially but not 

developed in The Art o f  Being Ruled, enables him to register and amplify his critique of ‘advanced’ 

art.

Up to this point Lewis would have been seen as belonging to the ‘revolutionary’ camp as an 

artist and writer, in broadly the same camp, that is, as Ezra Pound and the avant-garde in Paris, as the 

Sitwells and their circle, and of course as a writer like James Joyce. And these aesthetically ‘radical’ 

groups and individual artists would have been in many cases, certainly in their earliest, most avant- 

garde incarnations, associated with radical and revolutionary politics. Lewis’s critique in The Art o f  

Being Ruled did not substantially alter this situation: his objective there, in so far as the arts were 

concerned, was to differentiate between the genuine artist and the ‘bourgeois-bohemians’ affecting 

revolution. In ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton’ this analysis becomes more complex. Through a series 

o f prolonged and withering attacks upon Joyce, Pound and Stein -  three o f the giants, even then, of 

literary modernism -  Lewis effectively dismisses all post-war ‘revolutionary’ art as simply an 

imitation or vulgarisation o f the pre-war creative vortex. The justification for this assault is outlined 

in the Appendix:

When a great creation or invention of art makes its appearance, usually a short sharp 

struggle ensues. The social organism is put on its mettle. If it is impossible quite to 

overcome the work in question, it is (after the short sharp struggle) accepted. Its

Within the term ‘social life’ here Lewis means to include the fields o f  fashion, advertising, the press, and the 
other institutional stratum o f human sociability as well as the minutae o f  ordinary behavioural life. We must 
imagine him to be indicating some approximation o f  what we would now be able to describe as ‘culture.’
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canonisation is the manner o f  its martyrdom. It is at all events robbed o f its effect 

by a verbal acquiescence and a little crop of coarse imitations.

What is now called ‘revolutionary’ art is for Lewis simply imitative and ‘fashionable’ -  mimicking 

the output of the pre-war period which for Lewis saw a ferment o f authentic creative revolution. 

Worse, as Lewis goes on, the so-called ‘revolutionary’ art o f the post-war period in fact colludes in 

the very ideological mechanisms the ‘real’ -  i.e. pre-war -  creative revolutionaries had set up to 

attack; ‘All the revolutionary idealism of the European has by this time suffered the same dilution, 

and, not canonisation, but promotion to the status o f an eminently respectable, millionaire article. In 

the millionaire, and progressive middle-class, Atlantic World, the general temper o f revolutionary 

change has already been thoroughly absorbed . . . The phenomenon of the “revolutionary rich,” of a 

gilded bohemia . . . makes its appearance’ (TWM, 123). It is in this respect that Lewis’s argument 

most closely foreshadows the theoretical insights of the Frankfurt school about a nascent ‘culture 

industry’ and its impact upon the arts: its canonisation is the manner o f  its martyrdom. For Lewis the 

trappings of ‘revolution’ have themselves become emblems of defeat, of degeneration, a point which 

helps to explains his symbolic use of the General Strike in his novel about this stratum of 

‘revolutionary rich,’ The Apes o f  God.

Apes, Amateurs, and the ‘Moronic Inferno’

In the third and final section o f the Appendix, having whitewashed over some o f the most offensive 

elements of The Art o f  Being Ruled, and carefully reconfigured his model o f ‘revolution’ in the arts, 

Lewis points forward to the analysis o f The Apes o f  God. The Apes o f  God is a ferocious, unpalatable 

satire upon the fashionable nightmare of the 1920s, upon the ‘moronic inferno’ o f the contemporary 

art scene. It is an explication o f Lewis’s holistic philosophical and critical perspectives upon the 

status o f the artist and the degeneration of post-war English culture, as already laid out in The Art o f  

Being Ruled and Time and Western Man. It is for the most part a book about the insular, attenuated 

artists o f Chelso-Bloomsbury; but at the same time, it is a book which culminates in, and foregrounds,
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the historical details o f  the 1926 General Strike.’'* This pointed juxtaposition can seem baffling at 

first, particularly given Lew is’s declared lack o f interest in the life o f  the working classes. Yet Lewis 

uses the backdrop o f the Strike to show up the hypocrisies o f the political and artistic elites o f  

interwar England. This narrative device has prompted a number o f  different scholarly interpretations, 

but few have satisfactorily acknowledged the Sorelian connotations o f  the Strike. I will, in what 

remains o f  this chapter, attempt to read The Apes o f  God  in light o f  the Appendix, and thereby to 

make sense o f  Lewis’s satire in terms o f  his changing political thought. For in the third section o f  the 

Appendix, Lewis has already juxtaposed a contemplation o f  Sorelian ‘revolution’ with a reflection on 

the corrosive amateurism o f  the fashionable artists o f  interwar London.

The Strike’s fictionalisation in The Apes o f  God  is in some ways an oddity: the strike does not 

otherwise feature in Lewis’s writing, and he was not in the country to witness it. Yet, in Blasting and 

Bombardiering, he describes the Strike, in significant terms, as the summit o f  his ‘political education.’ 

This statement, not repeated, is apt to be overlooked. Yet it must be remembered that the Strike took 

place in May 1926, between  the publication o f The A rt o f  Being Ruled and the appearance o f The 

Enemy. The revision o f Lewis’s authoritarian utopia, traceable to precisely this period, might surely 

in consequence be connected with the conclusion o f his ‘political education.’ It is my contention that 

this connection is in fact made clear in the coded juxtaposition o f  the Appendix. Read closely, the 

terms o f  each o f  the different sections can be seen to hinge thematically upon the centrepiece o f  the 

Strike. Historical experience had complicated the occupational utopia o f  The Art o f  Being Ruled: after 

the nine-day Strike in May 1926, Lewis never again recommends the same kinds o f  circumscription 

he had earlier endorsed. In what follows 1 will argue that the General Strike was a ‘turning point’ for 

Lewis because it demonstrated to him three fundamental things: the failure o f  the avant-garde, the 

danger o f  corporatised power, and the betrayal o f intellectuals like Sorel, who could advocate a form 

o f  socialist authoritarianism (as Lewis too had done under Sorel’s influence), while disregarding 

‘plebeian problems.’ The Strike granted Lewis a new sensitivity to the operations o f power: the sheer 

ease with which the strike was broken must have caused him some qualms regarding his earlier

In what fo llow s, I w ill use capitalisations to differentiate the historical General Strike o f  1926 from the 
theoretical general strike as postulated by Sorel and later syndicalists.
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endorsement o f centralised power.^^ And of course the concept of the general strike was a central 

tenet of Sorel’s philosophy of syndicalism and, as such, the 1926 Strike may have seemed a 

demonstration o f the failure of Sorel’s revolutionary model. In its place Lewis constructs an 

alternative dichotomy, making an important distinction between creative revolution and the travesties 

of the ‘revolutionary’ avant-garde. He retracts the authoritarianism of The Art o f  Being Ruled and 

extends instead his interrogation of the bourgeois-bohemians, who in spite o f their affectations of 

radicalism remain in Lewis’s view complicit with the operation of power, and thereby conspire 

against the worker in the name o f  revolution. Hence the Strike became a sort o f locus for Lewis’s 

thinking about fashionable revolution, creativity, and the fate o f the working classes.

The Apes o f  God can be very fruitfully read as a revised and fictionalised restatement of the 

argument of The Art o f  Being Ruled. The action o f the novel all takes place in the lead-up to the 

Strike, amidst the cultural excesses of the ‘Post-War,’ the period during which the earliest passages of 

the novel initially featured in The Criterion. The book is determinedly a polemical novel and as such 

in many ways formally opposed to that prevailing progressive orthodoxy which prioritised artistic 

unity and the apolitical autonomy of the artist. Lewis’s novel is on the contrary driven by the impulse 

to proselytise. The revolutionary rich, the denizens o f the post-war ‘gilded Bohemia,’ who figure so 

centrally in Lewis’s analysis of the post-war settlement in The Art o f  Being Ruled, are again the 

primary focus o f Lewis’s critique. These members o f the traditional (political, economic, cultural) 

elites o f English society, attacked widely in the aftermath o f the First World War as the privileged 

representatives o f a corrupted and iniquitous system, could no longer openly exercise their cultural 

authority; as a consequence, so goes Lewis’s argument in its broadest outline, they had reincarnated as 

a bohemian set, a set of idle and irresponsible ‘revolutionaries,’ occupying the economic space 

traditionally left to working artists and v/riters and, in so doing, leaving little room (both 

metaphorically and physically) for genuine -  ‘professional’ -  artists to earn their living. Here both the 

Bloomsbury group and the set which centred around the Sitwells and the literary journal, Wheels, are

For a full account of the nine-day strike, and the subsequent myths that surrounded it, see Keith Layboum, 
The General Strike o f 1926 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993).
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indicated/* Their values are those o f  a newly-idle ruling class, engaged in establishing hierarchies o f  

social rank disguised as artistic coteries/^ Under their control, the art world has become merely a site 

o f fashionable self-expression: in thrall to the cults o f femininity, inversion, childhood and 

amateurism, the actions o f these ‘artists’ consciously or unconsciously served to further an anti- 

classical, ultimately anti-artistic agenda, the end o f which would be -  and it is this eventuality which 

most worried Lewis -  the dissolution o f the standards o f western art. The Apes o f  God  is in many 

ways the culmination o f  an argument Lewis had been constructing in his polemical work -  in The 

Man o f  the World, in Paleface, in the outpouring o f essays and pamphlets and occasional pieces -  

over the course o f  the 1920s, and the correlations with, in particular, The A rt o f  Being Ruled, are very 

easily mapped. Most interesting, however, are the deviations from his earlier analyses, which point to 

the ways in which he has remounted the arguments o f Lew is’s earlier polemics. Following on from 

the Appendix, Lewis again recasts and revises his earlier radical authoritarian position, deflecting the 

reader’s attention again away from the occupational utopia and toward the ‘moronic inferno’ o f  the 

post-war settlement.

The parameters o f  this ‘inferno’ have already been substantially outlined. In The Art o f  Being 

Ruled Lewis identified the four major fashionable ‘cults’ or ideological devices, fabricated by or at

Where in the earlier text Lewis did not (or perhaps could not) venture to identify individual public figures by 
name, in this fictionalised recasting he is able to specify more clearly his target: the network o f ‘Chelso- 
Bloomsberries’ is here made all but explicit. That the characters o f the Finnian Shaws and Julius Ratner in The 
Apes o f  God are intended as satirical lampoons o f the Sitwells and John Rodker is now fairly generally agreed. 
Other critics have seen in Horace Zagreus a portrait o f Ezra Pound: so argues Antonio M. Feijo in ‘Wyndham 
Lewis’s Knotty Relationship with Ezra Pound,’ Enemy News, 32 (Summer, 1991), pp. 4-10. Mark Perrino, in 
his study o f The Apes o f  God, cites a number of ‘keys’ to this roman a clef, certain parallels with Lewis’s 
contemporaries were made explicit in Lewis’s own notes and letters, while M eyer’s biography and Paul 
Edward’s ‘Afterword’ to the 1981 edition of The Apes o f  God provide further speculation about the targets o f 
his satire. See Wyndham Lewis, The Apes o f  God (1930; Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1981), p. 635. 
Perrino goes on to treat this aspect o f the text very judiciously himself, interested as he is not in attributing 
specific originals for Lewis’s characters but instead in analysing each o f the main characters of the novel as a 
complex o f elements o f different public figures. Mark Perrino, The Poetics o f  Mockery: Wyndham Lew is’s The 
Apes o f  God and the Popularisation o f  Modernism  (W.S. Maney & Son: London, MHRA Texts & Dissertations, 
1995). This question o f keys to the novel’s satirical ensemble has occupied readers and critics since publication. 
Arguably it is the real source o f this novel’s unfortunate pre-eminence in Lewis’s oeuvre.

It is primarily, Lewis argues, as a guarantor of their ‘freedoms’ that these amateurs have staked their claim 
upon Bohemia, freedoms which the apparently puritanical Pierpoint suggests are sexual, exploitative and 
‘sinful’: T h e  well-off find the studio-cafe society the only one in which they are free to live as they choose . . .  
A floating population o f young students lends the necessary air o f “bohemian” illusion and juvenility , . . [and] 
provide constant human currents and freshets in which the more hardened old sinners can fish.’ These sound 
like the strictures o f a dogmatic moralist, an impression Lewis promptly attempts to dispel: ‘It would be 
unnecessary to give these “bohemian” populations a second thought i.f they were merely engaged in amusing 
themselves to the extent that their incomes allow them, and if they exercised no influence upon the creation of 
art.’ AG, p. 127.
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any rate coterminous with the interests o f a ruling elite. The cult of the child, the cult of the amateur, 

the cult o f the homosexual and the cult o f femininity were the four divisions he outlined of what was 

for him essentially a unitary movement, a reaction of capital against patriarchy. This is probably 

Lewis’s most often-misconstrued position. Lewis was never a protector o f the patriarchy. If 

anything, he might have welcomed its passage into obsolescence, only that its obsolescence served the 

interests of market capitalism -  and more importantly for him, those shadowy figures he imagined at 

its head, international bankers, ‘usurers,’ and the heads o f government. Mark Perrino, in the fiillest 

extant study o f the novel, gives Lewis a generous reading:

Lewis did not lament the loss of Victorian stability; he objected to the celebration of 

its disintegration as ‘progress.’ Individual emancipatory movements such as 

feminism, as well as artistic modernism and a fascination with novelty, which gave 

the period its atmosphere o f controversy, he saw as a caricature o f revolutionary 

idealism . . . Lewis believed that, ironically, these interests often served the 

capitalist status quo by distracting people from real political change; in practical 

terms, for example, the entrance o f women to the workforce allowed business to pay 

lower wages.^*

That is not an attempt to excuse or justify Lewis’s often dismal prejudices. Lewis’s sheer contempt 

for women, his attitude toward gender and sexual orientation, has too often been glossed by some 

reference to his friendships with Rebecca West or with T.E. Lawrence. The truth is that his attitude to 

these individuals was as exceptions to a general rule of inferiority and degeneracy. What is 

sometimes inferred, however, is that Lewis was in some way beholden to a traditional ideal of 

masculine normativity. In reality Lewis was extremely sensitive to the cultural construction of 

categories like gender, sexual orientation and race, a fact which o f course makes his vein o f intolerant 

diatribe only the more indefensible.

Mark Perrino, The Poetics o f  Mockery: Wyndham Lewis's The Apes o f  God and the Popularisation o f  
Modernism, p. 20.
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The Apes o f  God represents Lewis at his most uncompromising and most repellent. In the 

course o f the novel he launches a categorical series of blistering attacks upon the mindless devotion of 

fashionable society to each o f the four ‘cults’ earlier identified. Horace’s championship of first Dan 

Boleyn and then Archie Margolin is a commentary upon the cult o f  youth and ‘genius,’ as well as a 

pointed reference to Ezra Pound’s continued involvement in the experimental movements o f the 

1920s, to Dada, to McAlmon and This Quarter, and later to the Surrealists. Matthew Plunkett, a clear 

parody o f Lytton Strachey, for whom Lewis seems to have entertained nothing but loathing, functions 

as an illustration o f both the fashionable mania for psychoanalysis and the (for Lewis distasteful) 

prevalence o f open homosexuality in the 1920s. Dick Whittington’s collection of sex toys, the 

neurotic mothering o f the women at Pamela Famham’s tea party, and the mean-spirited antics o f the 

‘Lesbian-Apes’: all are the more or less offensive caricatures who populate the novel’s episodic 

sequence, something like a misogynistic, twentieth-century Gulliver’s Travels, only nastier, and 

culminating in the camivalesque nightmare of the Lenten Party. This sordid bohemia is bookended -  

and in a sense overseen -  by the figure of Lady Fredigonde Follett, the grotesque, imperious, 

immobilised patroness Lewis modelled upon Lady OUoUne MoiTell. VvTiat unites this gallery of 

grotesques is the universal imputation o f amateurism. Amateurism is the implicit target o f this satire. 

While in The Art o f  Being Ruled the figure of the woman or the homosexual ‘shaman’ (an imitation- 

woman in Lewis’s view) seems the most prominent shibboleth -  as likewise in studies like The Doom  

o f  Youth Lewis foregrounds the figure o f the child -  in Apes it is a society hopelessly afflicted with 

amateurism that Lewis portrays in his satiric tableau.

Amateurism remained (and to an extent still remains) a divisive concept in English culture. 

Lewis was a skilful manipulator of societal angst, and in his treatment o f those he considered lesser 

artists he manages again to capitalise upon cultural unease about the status -  and the prospects -  of 

the amateur. His exploitation of recognisable class-markers and his regular resort to compound 

pejorative nouns in describing character enabled him to infuse a personal diatribe against a specific set 

with a generalised angst about societal mismanagement, focussing a complex of wide-ranging societal 

anxieties upon a small enemy clique. The ‘Apes’ themselves are all ‘amateurs’: unskilled hobbyists 

with sufficient private means to fund a bourgeois-bohemian lifestyle. But it is not simply for their
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lack o f skill that Lewis derides them. These are, more sinisterly, an elite class of genteel amateurs, 

surviving on the spoils o f a disastrously unequal rentier-capitalist economic system. He makes this 

argument in a number o f stages. First o f all, he outlines an economic argument. In purely material 

terms, the new ‘bohemians’ have fostered a market in artists’ studios which actually prices out the 

impecunious painter. He looks in particular at the case of Paris here, and the trade in ‘sumptuous’ 

studios which has edged the genuinely struggling artist out of the metropolis. From this figurative 

argument he goes on to delineate two categories of ‘bohemian’ and to analyse their different negative 

potential. On the one hand he identifies the amateurs (in the sense of the enthusiasts and potentially 

the investors in art) who had since the war turned the art world into an enclave of gossip and fashion. 

Few o f these amateurs -  who would have been, as members of the moneyed middle-class, the 

traditional patrons of the arts -  any longer invested in the work o f the living painters in whose midst 

they had installed themselves. More significant, however, were the ‘Apes o f God proper,’ ‘the very 

cream and elite’ o f this new class of bourgeois-bohemians, those with private means who took it upon 

themselves to ape not only the lifestyle but the profession of the artist, occupying his studios and 

competing with him for limited available remuneration. This was an argument he had been 

developing through the 1920s, outlined, however, more lucidly and practically in The Apes o f  God 

than anywhere else. At this point his focus shifts from Paris to London, to ‘Chelsea, Bloomsbury, and 

Mayfair,’ the locales within which what he calls the "societification of art’ has been most noticeable. 

In particular (unsurprisingly) he singles out the Bloomsbury group as an example o f this phenomenon, 

a ‘select and snobbish club’ founded upon the ‘notorious amateurism o f the anglo-saxon mind . . .  In 

their discouragement o f too much unconservative originality they are very strong. The tone o f 

“society” (of a spurious donnish social elegance) prevails among them . . . They yield to none . . .  in 

their organised hatred o f living “genius.” ’ The outcome of this societification of art is according to 

Lewis in effect a conspiracy against the talented, a racket on the part o f a few well-connected 

entrepreneurs. ‘Even they have made a sort of cult o f the amateur’ (AG, 132-3). This ‘cult of the 

amateur’ -  evident for example in the principled shoddiness o f the Omega Workshops -  is set against 

the Pierpointian, professionalist standard of which Lewis was o f course a tireless advocate.
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However, as Lewis himself seems to have realised, this artistic standard -  that o f the 

eighteenth dynasty of Egypt, or of the Tokugawa shogunate -  represents an ideal o f impossible 

detachment, an admission made explicit in the encyclical: Pierpoint encases his attack with some 

telling qualifications. He begins and ends his missive on the same note:

I am not a judge but a party. All I can claim is that my cause is not an idle one -  that I 

appeal less to passion than to reason. The flourishing and bombastic role that you may 

sometimes see me in, that is an effect of chance. Or it is a caricature of some constant 

figure in the audience, rather than what I am (in any sense) m yself Or, to make 

myself clearer, it is my opposite (AG, 133-4).

Pierpoint is hereby implicated in the terms of his own critique. Lewis refuses to sit in judgement, a 

position he recognises as, under the circumstances, and as ‘an effect of chance,’ impossible.^^ 

Arguably this is a failure in the novel. As satire. The Apes o f  God lacks a positive vision. Even the 

source of ‘authority’ in the novel, Pierpoint, is undermined and implicated. The novel lacks the 

presence o f a coherent satirist. In Rude Assignment, when he calls The Art o f  Being Rided a book of 

two parts -  a moronic inferno and a utopia of quiescence -  he acknowledges that the former is 

‘likewise the inferno of “The Apes of God’” {RA, 183). He presents in both texts the same nightmare 

vision of the ‘post-war,’ a wasteland, a degenerate unhealthy society. But the second half o f The Art 

o f  Being Ruled has been excised. No alternative is proffered, no functional ‘quiescent’ utopia, none of 

the positive proscriptions o f The Art o f  Being Ruled. This failure must appear at first sight surprising 

given Lewis’s earlier utopianism: the easy stridency o f Blast, The Caliph’s Design and The Art o f  

Being Ruled. However, I would argue that after 1926 Lewis no longer found it easy to be so casually 

doctrinaire. His polemic becomes more dissociated and probing, hedged by more qualifications. He 

begins to trade in inconsistency and dialectic. His treatments of modernity, in polemic, in art, in

The implication o f  Pierpoint, and by proxy, Lewis himself, in the world o f  the Apes has been noted by a 
number o f  critics. See Mark Perrino, The Poetics o f  Mockery: Wyndham Lew is's The Apes o f  God and the 
Popularisation o f  Modernism, p. 60, and Paul Edwards, 'The Apes o f  God'. Form and M eaning,’ Wyndham 
Lewis: A Revaluation, ed. by Jeffrey Meyers (London: The Athlone Press, 1980), p. 144.
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fiction, become more nuanced and complex. In fact, The Art o f  Being Ruled marks an end to what 

might be called the utopian phase of Lewis’s engagement with rationalised modernity -  and the end of 

his commitment to a particular, uncompromising model of the professional ideal, one pursued to the 

point of abstraction and dehumanisation, and finally rendered insupportable by the example of the 

General Strike.

The short last chapter of The Apes o f  God is entitled simply ‘The General Strike.’ It is set 

during the nine-day Strike of May, 1926, and follows the almost-phantasmagorical Lenten Party 

which occupies the long penultimate chapter of the novel. The Strike is represented through the 

spectrum of Dan Boleyn’s uncomprehending child’s-eye. Dan, deserted by both the ‘apes’ of the title 

and their band of equally frivolous tormentors, wanders the streets around Hyde Park, bewildered by 

the strange behaviour of the policemen, the idle crowds and the drivers of cars and buses on the roads: 

the middle-class citizens, it is to be inferred, who came out during the strike in support o f the Baldwin 

government and against the working classes with whom so many in theory would have purported 

allegiance. Midway through his panicked walk, Dan thinks he recognises one o f the drivers, surely an 

indication on Lewis’s part o f the involvement in the anti-strike action of some of the revolutionary 

‘apes’ with whom Dan has spent the novel associating {AG, 638). When finally Dan reaches his 

destination, and it is explained to him that there is a general strike underway, his only point of 

comparison is the 1916 Irish rebellion. He is offered a means of escape for the duration of the Strike: 

to join Melanie, his compatriot, in Azay-le-Promis. The last lines delivered from his perspective give 

comical expression to this sense o f relief: ‘For he felt he could not again stand the sound of all that 

firing in the streets, if  it was a Rebellion’ (AG, 643). The action then shifts to the environs o f an 

affluent nearby London neighbourhood where Horace Zagreus (a zealous promoter o f ‘progressive’ 

art) agrees to marry the newly-widow'ed and almost-expired Lady Fredigonde Follett. The Strike is a 

presence here only very indirectly, an inconvenience which the privileged members o f this 

‘revolutionary rich’ society can easily and readily dismiss. The proposed marriage is one contrived to 

satisfy the grotesque ‘passion’ o f the artistic patroness, and at the same time to provide Zagreus, a 

Poundian dedicatee of experimental modernism, o f ‘revolution’ at all costs, with a living; their 

alliance represents a grotesque contract between two strata of interwar English society, that o f the
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m iddle-class faux-bohem ian amateur, and that o f the ‘m illionaire rich .’ The proposed m arriage o f 

Fredigonde and Horace (and the simultaneous exultation o f A rchie M argolin, D an’s conniving 

doppelganger) is in this context a rather ham-fisted allegory o f  what Lewis perceived as the post-war 

consolidation o f economic and cultural pow er under the auspices o f  fashionable revolution. This 

contract o f  privileges is sealed against the banging o f  a drum, the death knell o f  the ‘post-w ar’ which, 

in L ew is’s periodisation, ended with the General Strike.

Lewis was h im self actually in Paris during the Strike. He was, as he told Charles Prentice, his 

editor at Chatto and W indus, there to finish writing The Apes o f  God. He m ay also have been 

pursuing his rapidly dim inishing prospects o f publication through the Parisian avant-garde, either in 

This Quarter, edited by Ernest Walsh, or through the offices o f  his acquaintance (and soon-to-be- 

enemy) Robert M cAlmon, who had discussed taking some o f  his work to publish as part o f  his 

Contacts editions, and seems to have given Lewis to understand he had the financial support o f  the 

Ford com pany to do so. Relations between Lewis and this avant-garde group, facilitated initially 

through Pound, had been souring over the course o f the previous year. Lewis seems to have blamed 

Pound in part for this. Lewis believed he had dismissed The M an o f  the World to potential publishers, 

prom oting Lewis as a visual artist instead of, what he now saw him self being foremost, as a critic. 

The details o f  this gradual but increasingly bitter quarrel remain difficult to elucidate, but Paul 

Edwards makes a cogent case for reading this split as the im petus for L ew is’s turn against the avant- 

garde early the following y e a r . W h a t e v e r  the sequence o f  events, the education he attributes to the 

strike must be seen in conjunction with the disillusionment he was undergoing simultaneously with 

Pound and the revolutionary artists o f the ‘Lost G eneration’ in Paris. He must, for instance, have been 

struck by the very contrast between the revolutionary activity o f  the workers in England and the 

revolutionary language o f the avant-gardists in Paris, who yet preferred the linguistic introversion o f 

Joyce’s work to the critical engagement o f Lew is’s. As Edwards notes, ‘Lew is’s old associate Pound 

was deeply im plicated in this indifference’ {TWM, 481), a fact which goes some way to explaining the 

sheer rancour o f his attack upon Pound and Joyce in ‘The Revolutionary Sim pleton.’ In these terms,

Paul Edwards reconstructs som e o f  the convoluted interchanges in his exegesis o f  the writing o f  Time and  
Western Man, pp. 484-8, to which Tyrus Miller adds in Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the Arts Between  
the Wars, pp. 79-82.
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the General Strike seems to have served as an illustration for Lewis of the failure of so-called 

‘revolutionary’ energy in the artistic and cultural field as well, most particularly in the failure o f 

solidarity between the ‘advanced’ liberal middle-class intelligentsia and the working class strikers.

But there is more at stake here than the politics o f the art world. As Edwards notes, surveying 

the disparate and socially segregated range of characters who inhabit the margins o f the novel, ‘The 

hints are sufficient to inform us that this is a book about the condition o f England.’'*' As Edwards 

seems to imply, though he does not himself attempt to supply it, some understanding o f the function 

o f the General Strike in the text will be pivotal if any overarching societal critique is to be decoded. 

The Strike is represented as a semi-apocalyptic backdrop to the action, though in fact it was a 

spectacular failure. It was not even strictly speaking a ‘general strike’ at all. Initiated as a sympathetic 

strike, related to one identifiable demand by one particular occupational group, the miners, who were 

refusing to accept lower wages, the TUC expressly stated that this was not a ‘general strike.’ 

However, in the hands o f propagandists on both sides it was described as such -  as a national strike 

after the syndicalist, Sorelian, ‘revolutionary’ model -  and many media outlets either consciously or 

unconsciously colluded in this representation of the action. Given that he was in Paris for the event, it 

must have been upon such reports as these that the absent Lewis, who had little intellectual contact 

with the British left, formed his impressions o f the Strike. Public responses were overwhelmingly 

negative: the middle classes came out in force against it, with middle-class volunteers manning buses 

and, like the smiling ‘brutes’ o f Dan’s odyssey, offering transport to those who needed it. Lewis’s 

attitude here would seem to be critical of this middle-class anti-strike militancy. But does this mean 

that he sympathised with the general feeling o f betrayal with which the failure o f the Strike was met?

Most commentators on The Apes o f  God have found the symbolism of the Strike confusing, at 

odds with the received narrative of Lewis’s politics. Tom Normand, committed to the interpretation 

of Lewis as cultural authoritarian, sees his use o f the Strike as a criticism of the crowd-mentality o f  

democratised modernity, a nightmare of disorder, and an illustration of the threat represented by the 

‘will of the masses’ to Lewis’s cultural authoritarianism.''^ Along similar lines, Morag Shiach argues

Paul Edwards, 'The Apes o f  God: Form and Meaning,’ p. 136.
Tom Normand, Wyndham Lewis the Artist: Holding the M irror up to Politics, p. 123.
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that the Strike represents for Lewis ‘disintegration,’ a sort of manifestation in the field o f action o f the 

same impulse toward annihilation he diagnoses (in the work o f Einstein, Bergson and Joyce) in Time 

and Western Man.*^ Paul O ’Keeffe sees the General Strike simply as an ‘ironic backdrop’ to his 

critique of an artistic coterie, a symbolic ‘damp s q u i b . T h e  Strike has for most critics proven an 

indigestible element of the novel, either as a symbol o f deflation and outright failure, or as simply a 

narrative irrelevance. Mark Perrino, who has written otherwise the most comprehensive and sensitive 

reading o f the text, also fails to note any significance o f the Strike beyond a symbolic correlation of 

the Apes’ ‘paralysis.’'*̂ Yet read in the context of Lewis’s other (admittedly sparing) references to the 

Strike, his use of it in The Apes o f  God can be understood to illustrate the fruits o f Lewis’s ‘political 

education.’ hi Blast, he could call for revolution, and for him the energy o f the pre-war years 

remained a sort of halcyon revolutionary period, an era of real revolution (as opposed to spurious 

revolution): the crystallised intellectual revolution o f a few key thinkers, which allied itself 

spontaneously with the political factionalism of the time, with suffragettism, with socialism, even 

with Ulster unionism. By the time he came to write The Apes o f  God this idea o f violent, 

‘revolutionary’ action had lost its coherence. Sorel, who imbued the very idea of the General Strike 

itself with such heroic, mythological power, and who had been such a major influence upon the 

younger Lewis, was no longer held in such reverence. The idealism of the earlier Lewis had been 

succeeded by disillusion, scepticism and the bitter pragmatism which was to distinguish all his writing 

henceforth. That is the real tragedy of The Apes o f  God. the failure o f the ‘revolutionary’ energy of 

‘the Men o f 1914,’ being played out in the salons of Chelsea and Bloomsbury. In the chaos o f the 

Strike, these ‘revolutionaries’ turn against the working men and women whose causes they should 

have championed: hence, the symbolic closing of the gates of the Follett mansion against the disorder

Shiach’s interrogation o f  The Apes o f  G od  is mounted in the context o f  an extremely pertinent analysis o f  the 
engagements o f  interwar critics with ideas o f  labour and autonomy. She links Lewis with John Waugh Scott, 
who wrote for The New Age as W.D. Law about the ‘disintegrative tendency’ shared by Bergson and Russell, an 
anti-capitalist argument which led him, as it led so many interwar critics o f  international finance, to an anti- 
semitic discourse o f  usury and a sympathy with the ideologies o f fascism. Morag Shiach, Modernism, Labour 
and Selfhood in British Literature and Culture, 1890-1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 
200-46.

Paul O ’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius: A Life o f  Wyndham Lewis, p. 265.
Mark Perrino, The Poetics o f  Mockery: Wyndham L ew is’s The A pes o f  G od and the Popularisation o f  

Modernism, p. 125.
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on the street.'*^ As such the Strike represents for Lewis the far-reach o f the ‘post-war,’ the ultimate 

failure of creative energy, the far ebb o f the vortex o f 1914 being re-enacted in hideous simulacrum.

Characteristically, Lewis does not even try to represent the strikers, except as a nebulous 

menacing mass. The Apes -  including Zagreus -  dismiss the Strike as at most an inconvenience, 

while Dan finds it simply incomprehensible. There is no space in the scope o f the novel for treatment 

o f the proletariat. However it is in his ellipses that Lewis reveals the vestiges of his revolutionary 

sympathies. Nowhere in The Apes o f  God can be detected the recommendation of the sort of 

sweeping authoritarian control o f the masses from The Art o f  Being Ruled. The moronic inferno has 

been transplanted from the earlier text -  the millionaire rich, the fashionable cults, the threat to the 

artistic standards of the west -  but without the complement o f the quiescent utopia. Instead, Lew is 

provides a more nuanced account o f the commodification -  the adoption into fashion -  of the 

revolutionary energy o f the early twentieth century, and re-enacts the narrative of the 1926 Strike as a 

betrayal of the working class. The use o f the Strike as an almost unconscious textual presence -  a sort 

o f socialist subconscious -  enables a reading o f the novel as an indictment of the Apes and their 

collusion with a power which could so blithely disregard the demands of the working classes. In 

Apes, the strikers are futile -  they are not the comically mechanised bodies o f The Art o f  Being Ruled. 

Lewis continues to dissect the millionaire rich, but is no longer so ready to acquiesce in the abuse of 

power which would see the working classes circumscribed. The basis o f the rational-industrial edifce 

o f modem capitalist society in the exploitation o f millions o f powerless workers, the root injustice to 

which Lewis earlier displayed such cavalier indifference, is here subjected to implicit critique. Lewis 

was a vehement opponent of democracy, and in The Art o f  Being Ruled came close to endorsng 

slavery -  with certain conditions -  but crucially this was before he reached political maturity. Afcer 

the Strike he could no longer so readily emulate the authoritarian. The Strike modified his political 

position, complicated his conceptualisation of the professional ideal and led him to conclude that :he 

sorts of concentrations of power in which he had earlier acquiesced were in practice insupportable.

The coveted capital of the Follett family, the remains of a Victorian fortune, is concentrated in this embattltd 
fortress of failed energy. Perhaps the presence here of Archie Margolin -  the Jewish slum child whose 
grotesque victory dance occupies the last sentence of the novel -  could be seen as just the sort of sinister anti- 
semitic commentary about usury that Shiach identifies in writers like Scott and Pound.
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Perhaps most crucially, the Strike began to erode Lewis’s professional detachment. His 

commitment to an idea of the rational-industrial enterprise o f late-capitalist society, to the 

paraphernalia of the ‘Machine Age,’ began to be subjected to considerable pressure. As a 

consequence, his glorification of the professional also had to undergo some modification. Early signs 

of the nature o f this modification are already evident in the third and final section o f the Appendix. 

As in Apes, the subject of his attack here is the ‘sham-’ or ‘bourgeois-bohemianism’ against which he 

has been training his sights since Tarr ‘What was a picturesque necessity for the needy members of 

Miirger’s sub-world o f art, becomes a luxurious affectation for the super-world o f irresponsible 

freedom of the revolutionary rich of today . . . [A]ny studio that is big enough to paint in is occupied 

by a millionaire, or by some member of this new tribe of debonair, millennial, bohemian magnates.’ 

This materialist critique -  to which he will return again and again -  he sees as the realisation o f the 

late Victorian dream of the Arts and Crafts movement, though in a guise its original advocates could 

hardly have recognised:

It is (on a relatively small scale) the William Morris, tolstoyan, or other utopist dream 

of a millennium in which no one would have to work too much; and in which, above 

all, everybody would ‘have scope to develop his personality,’ everybody be a ‘genius’ 

of some sort; in which everybody would be an ‘artist’ -  singing, painting, composing 

or writing, as the case might be, and in which a light-hearted ‘communism’ should 

reign in the midst of an idyllic plenty (TWM, 124),

This is the scene he will fictionalise in The Apes o f  God: the super-rich masquerading as socialists and 

artists, at the expense on the one hand of the genuine artist, and on the other o f the genuine political 

radical. Instead the forces o f both types of revolution are muddied in the prevailing amateurism of a 

society o f millionaires. The Strike as such becomes a satiric trope to undermine the empty 

revolutionary rhetoric of modernity.

He proceeds to reframe this analysis in the context of the familiar schism between amateur 

and professional, though with some significant caveats. In this newly bohemianised milieu, he
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argues, ‘the audience, in the widest sense, becomes professional, or worse, semi-professional . . . and 

the employer turns into a rival of his employee.’ He goes on;

The argument for ‘amateurism’ o f any kind is that ‘professionalism’ is the drabbest, 

most mechanical and sordid affair; which, o f course; is true; as it is true that most 

‘professionals’ are incompetent, untalented, hacks. But that is a one-sided argument; 

the assumption at this point always is that the amateur is a fresh, capricious and 

carefully-sheltered plant, and as such is relieved o f the distorting necessities that dog 

the professional. So, romantically, all amateurs tend to become, for the sentimental 

utopian enthusiast of ‘amateurism,’ a kind o f gifted etemal-child, their naivete never 

blemished by that odious ‘power’ that knowledge brings or by dark necessities o f a 

bread-and-butter order. The truth is very different from that. Almost without 

exception the amateur in real life -  not in utopian theory -  is an imitation- 

professional. If he is not that, he is a faiix-naif of the most blood-curdling 

description. There are no more true naifs among amateurs than among professionals 

{TWM, 125).

Amateurism is, so, a calculated feint, a stratagem, no longer simply a sloppy accident but instead a 

symptom of the sinister alliance of industrial prosperity and faux-aristocratic establishment culture. 

The ‘amateur’ is an imposter, feigning disinterest in order to comer a sentimental market in childish 

‘genius.’ By the same token, however, Lewis can no longer commit himself entirely to the spirit of 

mass-production, the rationalised machine aesthetic which lies at the end of the professional project, 

an eventuality which had prior to this so fascinated him as a painter and (in for instance his paeans to 

Ford) as a thinker. The suppression o f the subject o f mass society perhaps became more difficult to 

countenance in the wake of the very apparent bmtality o f the government toward the strikers. The

amateur might have been a fraud, but the professional was potentially genocidal. Pursuing the 

complications o f this dichotomy would continue to occupy Lewis for the rest of his life.
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The Appendix to ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton’ must, hence, be read as an important piece 

o f evidence in the reconstruction of Lewis’s intellectual development. It is a bridge between 

significantly distant positions: a retraction of the ‘quiescent utopia’ and a revision of his earlier 

argument before going on to Time and Western Man. It includes an explicit rebuttal of the charges 

laid against The Art o f  Being Ruled, an extension of Lewis’s earlier thoughts on ‘revolution,’ and 

finally a reconfiguration o f the binarism between amateur and professional. Overall, it is in effect a 

series of reservations about the model of professionalised society advanced in The Art o f  Being Ruled: 

in its place is set out a much more nuanced, more ambivalent assessment o f the rational-professional 

paradigm than the text to which it works as a sort of afterthought. Whether influenced, as Paul 

Edwards contends, by his dealings with the Parisian avant-garde, or, as I have argued, by the political 

education o f the Strike, Lewis’s critical position evolved significantly between March 1926, and 

January 1927. It is, however, worth noting one final development which also took place during these 

months. In June 1926, Lewis was in contact with Audrey and Sir Nicholas Waterhouse, requesting 

some legal advice regarding his ongoing wrangle with Grant Richards over publication o f The Lion 

and the Fox. The relationship led to far more than immediate legal support; the Waterhouses were to 

be the source o f patronage -  after the traditional model -  for years to come. Previously the ‘charity’ 

of his peers, in particular fellow-painters like Wadsworth, Sydney Schiff and Richard Wyndham, had 

rankled. ‘Patronage’ from a disinterested aristocratic source was a welcome relief, and led to a degree 

o f financial autonomy he had not previously experienced. Edwards argues that it was this autonomy 

which enabled him finally to terminate the ongoing and increasingly fruitless correspondence with 

McAlmon, and to take his stance against the interlocking networks o f the contemporary art world.

However, this new source of patronage also represented a complication. The huge capital 

wealth of the Waterhouses been accumulated through the international accountancy firm Price 

Waterhouse & Co, and derived as such from the conglomerations o f international finance,"*’ a fact 

which might explain Lewis’s principled inability to absolve himself o f the same charges -  of 

complicity in a rentier-capitalist status quo -  he levels against his Apes. Mark Perrino notes that

Price Waterhouse & Co was the precursor o f  PriceWaterhouseCoopers, the accounting firm and management 
consultancy which remains a committed corporate supporter o f  tlie arts in the UK to this day.
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Lewis’s position with regards the Arthur Press (the press he set up with funds provided by the 

Waterhouses specifically to publish The Apes o f God) was irrevocably compromised, particularly 

given the similarity of his position that of Julius Ratner, publisher of his own ‘high-brow 

pornography’ in the novel itself'** Pierpoint (who never appears) would seem to embody Lewis’s 

professionalist ideal, from whose scornful (and financially secure) vantage point it is easy to pass 

judgement upon the machinations of the art world. However, Pierpoint too is implicated in the Apery: 

his pretended neutrality, like Lewis’s, predicated as it is, like Lewis’s, upon a fictitious detachment 

from economic realities, is in fact impossible. Read in this light, the prominence of so many money- 

exchanges in The Apes o f God becomes more complicated. The detached utopianism of The Art o f  

Being Ruled has become insupportable: the artist has to survive, whether it be from private sales, 

public commissions, corporate patronage or speculation in painting. Lewis continues to attack the 

Apery of the revolutionary rich, but he has begun to address the converse question of who, if anyone, 

is going to pay for the art the Apes set out to mimic. If the artist is a professional, who will pay for 

his services -  if a labourer, who will pay his wage -  if an artist after the traditional model (i.e. the 

patronised ward of the church or state) who will fund his tenure? Whatever his answer to these 

questions in theory, receiving patronage in practice on a large scale out of the proceeds of 

international capitalism may have made Lewis less inclined to recommend for the health of the arts in 

England ‘some modified form of fascism.’

Such an assertion requires some further explanation, given that Lewis’s flirtation with other 

forms of fascism still lay at this point in the future. It is my contention that The Art o f  Being Ruled 

marks the end of a particular variant of Lewis’s utopianism. Prior to 1926 he was casually 

uninterested in the experience of the mass- or herd-animal, man. Nowhere was this indifference to 

power and authority given more articulate expression than in The Art o f Being Ruled. However, this 

proto-fascistic element of the 1926 text has too often been conflated with his later very separate 

engagements with Hitlerite fascism. The crucial difference to be remembered here is that his later 

interest in fascism was predicated upon a growing mistrust of high finance and corporatised power, 

the origins of which, I argue, can be traced to the culmination of his political education in the turmoil

Mark Perrino, ‘Marketing Insults: Wyndham Lewis and the Arthur Press,’ pp. 54-80.
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of the Strike. The Art o f  Being Ruled was heavily indebted to Sorel: after 1926, he saw Sorel as 

fatally compromised by ‘Bergsonism,’ a kind of intellectual chaos which facilitated the exploitative 

interests o f globalised capital. High Finance became for Lewis the great enemy in the succeeding 

years; though, as already observed, he could not entirely absolve or extricate himself from the sphere 

o f its influence. Be that as it may, he was never again so cavalier about the mechanisms of corporate 

power -  be that the power o f the state or the power of global finance, both of which he increasingly 

saw as one and the same. In fact from here can be charted in Lewis’s criticism a more serious 

resistance to the machine aesthetic, a resistance to the ‘finish’ of mass production, and a resistance to 

the liu'e of any collectivised political ideal. It was perhaps his misfortune to see in Hitler’s 

propaganda the promise of a more humanised political settlement, as he argued in an article for The 

British Union Quarterly (formerly the Fascist Quarterly) in 1937, a settlement which stood ‘for the 

small trader against the chain-store; for the peasant against the usurer; for the nation, great or small, 

against the super-state, for personal business against Big Business; for the craftsman against the 

middleman; for all that prospers by individual effort and creative toil, against all that prospers in the 

abstract air of High Finance or of the theoretic ballyhoo of liitemationalism.’'*’ VvTiat must be made 

clear is that this is not the same thing as his unsettling recommendations for a state of functionalised 

automatons in The Art o f  Being Ruled. These two positions in fact have their origins in two extremely 

distinct impulses: one pro-corporate, happily dismissing the subjugation o f the masses in the interests 

of the elite few; the other anti-corporate, sensitive to concentrations of power, and the processes of 

dehumanisation which can accompany them. Paradoxically, the second position -  the position from 

which Lewis began his flirtation with Nazism -  was the more humanistic.

So perhaps when in Blasting and Bomhardiering Lewis cites 1926 as the end of his interment, 

he is pointing to a nadir: the far reach of what he saw as the post-war failure of energy, but also the 

furthermost point of his advance into the proto-fascist territory of extreme collective politics (be they 

o f the left or of the right). This had something to do with his public ‘re-emergence’ certainly, with the 

appearance this year o f a number o f books together, though Lewis had been more active and 

prominent than his revised account acknowledges. It also certainly had something to do with his

Paul O’Keeffe, Some Sort o f Genius: A Life ofWyndham Lewis, p. 366.
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relations with Pound, McAlmon and This Quarter. However, he was also pointing to the example of 

the General Strike -  the culmination of his political education, which prompted a reassessment on his 

part o f the very notion o f ‘revolution,’ a revision of his earlier endorsement of centralised power, and 

a new resistance in his criticism to the ‘revolutionary’ pretentions of avant-garde art. The transition in 

ideas which Lewis had undergone between the writing of The Art o f  Being Ruled and the writing of 

Time and Western Man was far greater than is generally understood. W hat’s more, this transition was 

only the first in a series of renegotiations on Lewis’s part of the pragmatics of the professional field 

through the 1920s and 1930s. These were years Lewis spent chasing commissions, writing ‘pot

boilers,’ painting society portraits and by his own account suffering neglect at the hands of the 

influential Bloomsbury critics he had been rash enough to criticise, years consequently when the 

austere ideal of professional integrity was tempered by the new economic realities o f the artist: 

reputational uncertainty, a disastrous shortage o f either public or private funds, a hidebound network 

o f systemic institutional incompetence and an unavoidable awareness o f sheer public indifference. 

The uncompromising hauteur of Lewis’s youth was naturally worn down by this process of attrition. 

Lewis would always define himself as a ‘professional’ but what he meant by the word was to become, 

over the subsequent three decades, increasingly complex.
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Chapter Four

‘Public Money is Private Money’: Paying for the Arts in the 1930s

When Wyndham Lewis refers to himself as a ‘professional,’ then, he is doing something far more 

complex than it might at first seem. The ‘professional,’ as I have shown, was and remains an 

extraordinarily loaded term, a linguistic fault-line that runs right through the course o f twentieth- 

century history, bound up in that century’s tangled heritage of class associations, aspirations, 

prejudices, all of them centring on that inordinately sensitive symbolic nerve-centre: money. Readers 

of Lewis could be forgiven for thinking him amongst the most money-minded writers in the history of 

English literature. Economic realities (and not economics in an abstract sense) are a constant 

preoccupation. And yet he seems to have been incapable of writing commercial fiction. He referred 

regularly and openly to certain o f his novels as ‘pot-boilers,’ and complained o f being forced to 

‘pamphleteer’ in order to make ends meet,' but the reality is that practically none of these pot-boilers 

and pamphlets were even remotely commercially saleable. Lewis’s focus was not the exploitation of 

the market, as a writer or artist. Lewis was preoccupied with the economic position o f the artist 

certainly, but his interest was in imagining alternative models of the arts, inventing an audience to 

which he as a professional might communicate, rather than working to fit the audience he had. As 

such, he used his own circumstances -  and he was at times extremely hard-up -  as an index for the 

worsening position o f the artist in the twentieth century. He was exploring a professional terrain in a 

state o f flux: the traditional role of the artist was being eroded, and he was engaged in inventing

' See in particular ‘Strachey Bloomsbury Patent-Robot: Say it with Leaves,’ an unpublished draft o f  an essay 
about the mutual publicity and puffery o f  the Bloomsbury network, written in the late 1930s and now held at the 
archive in Cornell, in which he reviews his role as a critic and provocateur: ‘So if  you tell me, for instance, that 
my pamphlets are “hastily-written,” I can but say o f course: far more “hasty” sometimes than you would ever 
suppose. I do as little as possible o f  that: and if  you tell me I am an awfully good pamphleteer, on the other 
hand, and you jolly  well wish I would not be an artist at all (because you want to be that, perhaps, who knows) -  
why, I can but reply that it is a good thing for me that 1 am a pretty good pamphleteer: otherwise I could never 
have been an artist o f  any sort at all, and that’s a fact!’ Accessible via the Wyndham Lewis Project: 
http://www.unirioia.es/wyndhamlewis/pdf/'writing/strachev.pdf: accessed 5 Aug, 2013.
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another. Lewis’s aim was to find a foothold for the artist in a rapidly professionalising, and 

increasingly corporate, rationalised and commercialised, society.

In the previous chapter 1 sought to delineate what I see as a distinct reorientation o f the 

political compass of Lewis’s polemic after 1926. This was a shift in Lewis’s theorisation o f the 

nature of rationalised society, a significant volte face  in the philosophical field, as it were. Following 

on from this, I will in what follows trace the subsequent evolution o f Lewis’s thought on the nature of 

the arts, their economic status, and the corresponding professional status of the artist, in a society in 

which such professional identities were under increasing pressure. I will examine the ways in which 

Lewis negotiated the shifting terrain o f the arts world through the morass o f the 1930s, and the 

influence upon his professional life of what I have identified as his burgeoning liberalism and even, 

though he would have rankled at the suggestion, his humanism. This is made clear in a succession of 

essays he produced over the course of the decade, in which he refined his thinking on the economic 

status o f the arts, through his interrogation o f a number o f different art forms and discourses, in 

particular regarding the new vogue for industrial design and the prevalence of the architectural 

paradigm. These indications of a new artistic consensus -  effectively the arrival of the international 

style in England -  are of particular interest here, for while in many ways they exemplified the sort of 

rationalised artistic professionalism earlier advocated by Lewis, in the changed context of the 1930s 

his approach is distinctly more sceptical. 1 will begin by looking at this quite astonishing body of 

critical work, after which I intend to focus on some of the official and informal associations, the 

professional formations, within which the professional activities o f the writers and painters of the 

1930s were embedded, and with which Lewis’s relations were much more various and multivalent 

than his self-styled ‘Enemy’ persona might give us to expect.

In a study of professionalisation in any field, some inquiry will be necessary into the 

evolution and nature of the relevant professional associations. These tend to be, in the more fully 

incorporated professions, either accrediting associations, trade unions, professional membership 

bodies, or lobbying associations. Educational institutions are also fiindamental to the 

professionalising process -  be it specific vocational education bodies, or the more broadly-defined 

universities. A visual artist in the twenty-first century will in many cases have been ‘accredited’
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through a college of art or similar, might be a member of a guild or collective, in receipt of bursaries, 

residencies, grants, or working to public commissions, and in some cases will receive tax exemptions 

for the sale o f their work. There do exist for artists in different media a series of often hard-won 

market shelters, attained often through decades of campaigning.^ Writers have for the most part 

resisted the drive for accreditation, though the spread of creative writing MFA courses across the 

English-speaking world seems likely to eventually weight opportunities in favour o f those who have 

passed through the system. And of course there are writers’ guilds, agreed standard rates, and PEN, 

the international membership association for established writers. Similar structures could be traced 

through the institutional infrastructure of any of the arts, while at a national level, organisations like 

the Arts Council distribute funds to arts organisations, and lobbying organisations like the National 

Campaign for the Arts lobby for increased representation, more share of treasury resources, making 

the public case for, variously, the economic potential, the health benefits, the socially ameliorative 

capacity or the value to the tourist industry, o f ‘the Arts.’

This was not the case during Lewis’s lifetime. The institutional landscape o f the arts in the 

interwar years was dominated by two behemoths: the Slade as Iraiiiing school and the Royal Academy 

as professional membership association. The Academy in particular followed the fashion of those 

often almost-medieval membership organisations through wliich the old professions sustained, and in 

some cases, continue to sustain, their pre-eminence. The art promoted and perpetuated by these two 

bloated gatekeeper organisations was for the most part extremely conservative, what Lewis describes 

as ‘fijribundly ignoble’ painting ‘of the most prodigious, homy, paint-and-dust-grimed, medieval sort’ 

{TCsD, 41).^ This status quo o f course suited a particular cadre of artists, and the weight o f the 

Academy tradition, stretching as far back as Joshua Reynolds, combined with its legal and economic 

safeguards, and the force of institutional inertia, made the influence of the Academy in particular

 ̂ For example, to choose an example from the interwar period, the Royal Academy o f  Dramatic Art in 1930 won 
a ten-year legal struggle to include drama within the official designation o f  the ‘fine arts,’ making it exempt 
from the payment o f  rates by the Scientific and Literary Societies Act o f  1843.
 ̂ It is important at this point to differentiate between the teaching style and ethos o f  the Slade, which was 

determined by its often extremely conservative teaching masters, and the artistic output o f  its alumni, which 
numbered not only a large cohort o f  the Vorticists and near-Vorticists (including Lewis, Wadsworth, Dismoor, 
Saunders, Nevinson, Bomberg) but also other considerable radical artists like Dora Carrington, Paul Nash, and 
Eileen Gray. It should also be noted that Lewis's animosity toward the Slade, and toward Henry Tonks in 
particular, was not shared by many o f  his peers.
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seem to many almost immovable. David Peters Corbett has recently challenged the critical consensus 

which has, for many years, conceded with little resistance to the typically vitriolic assessment o f the 

twentieth-century Academy articulated by more or less modernist writers like Lewis, Woolf, Fry, and 

even -  from his more prominent perch -  Arnold Bennett.'* However, it must be acknowledged that, 

aside from the errors o f criticism since, for the majority of ‘advanced’ artists during the interwar 

period, the Academy and, to a lesser extent, the Slade were symbols of a hidebound artistic atrophy.

For those outside the establishment, there were certain alternative associations and 

organisations, but they were selective, small-scale and could promise little security o f support. There 

were in England only a handful o f disparate ‘guild’-like structures, such as the London Artists 

Association, founded in 1925 by Samuel Courtauld and John Maynard Keynes, under Roger Fry’s 

artistic tutelage, at which I will look in more detail in what follows. There were exhibiting societies 

like the Allied Artists Association, founded by Frank Rutter in 1908, on the model o f the Societe des 

Artistes Independants in Paris, which lasted for almost a decade. Then there were the small splintered 

movement-based co-operatives like the Omega Workshops or the short-lived Rebel Arts Centre. 

There was the Chantrey Bequest, established to buy works by living artists for the nation, though 

again -  shared as the administration of this bequest was between the board of the Royal Academy and 

that o f the Tate -  the work o f advanced or radical artists was barely represented, while that o f the 

Academicians constituted the bulk o f the purchases made.^ There was the Contemporary Art Society, 

established in 1910 by a group o f private investors, led by Fry. And in 1932, the Courtauld Institute, 

with its small gallery of Impressionist and Post-Impressionist work, was established as a centre for the 

study and collection o f modem art. Aside from these disparate private resources, there was the 

pioneering work o f corporations like the Underground Electric Railways Company o f London (later

Bennett wrote o f  the Academy’s summer exhibition in 1917: ‘I doubt if  the Hanging Committee have chosen a 
single picture which for reasons o f  technique might not have been painted twenty years ago.’ He was even more 
scathing the following year, when he speculated that ‘The R.A. probably has an inkling that there is a war on, 
but thinks it is the Boer War.’ Arnold Bennett, Things That Have Interested Me (London: Chatto and Windus, 
1921), pp. 99 & 158.
 ̂The Chantrey Bequest, for a long period the only fund available for the acquisition o f  paintings by English 

artists for the nation, had been granted to the Royal Academy in 1877, who retained disproportionate control 
over the selection process even after the bequest had been designated as the main purchase grant for the Tate 
gallery in 1897. This led naturally to the over-representation o f  the work o f  Academicians amongst the 
paintings selected, a perceived injustice against which Lewis was not the only one to rail. See Dennis Farr, 
English Art, 1870-1940, pp. 340-8.
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the London Underground) and the BBC, under the leadership of men such as Frank Pick and John 

Reith. And there were initiatives like the ‘Art and the People’ tours which brought travelling 

exhibitions to gallery-less towns, organised by the British Institute of Adult Education. There were 

also charitable bequests like the Carnegie Trust or the Pilgrim Trust, which provided the initial funds 

to establish the war-time Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA): this 

developed after the war into the treasury-funded Arts Council of Great Britain, putting in place for the 

first time a structure of open state support for the arts. However, up until the outbreak o f the Second 

World War, these were limited and piecemeal associations. For the majority of advanced artists, the 

realities were stark. Long forced to straddle a difficult professional line, as simultaneous small 

businessmen and disinterested public figures, artists in England had historically to compete discreetly 

for the limited resources of private patronage. Some artists of course could survive on private means 

o f one sort or another, while those who could not had to cultivate wealthy patrons to buy their work. 

The depression put paid for the most part to the viability of either of these arrangements.

Lewis’s interrogation o f the structures of patronage is embedded in this dismal socio

economic reality. But it is the prism of his own seemingly imiate mistrust of the group ideal which, 1 

believe, gives his critique its real value. To demonstrate this, I will begin by looking at Lewis’s 

troubled relationships with the sequence of informal groupings through which the visual artist o f the 

early twentieth century were forced to develop their careers. The first half o f the twentieth century 

was to an unprecedented degree a period of artistic ‘schools,’ movements, group exhibitions, 

manifestoes, programmes, and more or less pragmatic alliances. I will attempt to trace some of 

Lewis’s tortuous and ambivalent interactions with some of these groupings, building o f course upon 

my previous examination of his relationships with Pound and Eliot, with his fellow Vorticists, with 

members of the Bloomsbury group, and with the radical intellectuals of The New Age. In the 1930s, 

the vital nature o f these professional clusters -  to the continued subsistence in some cases o f the 

working artist -  becomes only the more desperately evident. In my analysis o f Lewis’s activities 

during this decade o f crises and ‘solutions,’ I will then be led to investigate new groupings also, like 

that which assembled around the poet W.H. Auden, or the new avant-garde painters o f Unit One, 

clustered around Paul Nash with Herbert Read as their house critic, or, most significant for my
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purposes, the new wing o f radical architects and critics, members of the Congres internationaia 

d'architecture modern (CIAM, established in 1927), who campaigned in The Architectural Review for 

the introduction of the ‘New Architecture’ of Le Corbusier and Gropius into England. ^

My intention in what follows is to set out in outline a survey of some of the challenges facing 

the artist in the changed enviroimient o f depression-era England, bringing to bear in my analysis the 

wider ramifications o f the professional project, industrial rationalisation and the changing nature of 

work in the increasingly corporatised twentieth century. This analysis will be spread over the next 

two chapters. In the present chapter I will look at Lewis’s critical engagements with the professional 

groupings o f the art world, and his response in particular to the advent of the ‘New Architecture.’ In 

the next and final chapter, I will focus more closely upon Lewis’s own professional experiences with 

the institutions of the contemporary art world. However, the material of both chapters is very closely 

interconnected. Lewis’s interactions with the institutions which governed the production and 

distribution o f the arts in England closely influenced his critical positions. Conversely, his 

engagement with bodies like the Royal Academy and the BBC must be read in the context of his 

developing attitude to the economic status of the arts and to the theoretical underpinnings of 

contemporary patronage. Before I approach these two crucially interlocking subjects, however, it will 

be necessary to review Lewis’s quite complicated and life-long resistance to the idea of ‘association’ 

itself, an important preliminary investigation which will help to explain some of his more fractious 

altercations with the professional formations o f the art world, and the rather surprising recalcitrance, 

on the part of this champion of the professional artist, about some of the more practical implications 

of the professional ideal.

 ̂Some clarification will be necessary on the subject of these art-historical terms. The term ‘international style’ 
originates in a 1932 study, but would not gain widespread currency until later: it refers to the architectural 
vernacular of Corbusier, Gropius and Frank Lloyd Wright, most prominently. In England, however, terms like 
the ‘modem movement’ and the ‘New Architecture’ were both used instead to refer to this architectural 
revolution, but were also often applied more holistically to the arts in general (literature, visual art, sculpture, as 
well as architecture). I will follow the example of the critics of the time in using the latter term, the New 
Architecture, in this more open-ended sense, indicating both the radical architecture and the interior and applied 
design arriving from the continent in England during the 1930s.
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Lewis and the Associational Ideal

hi early 1914, when, under Kate Lechmere’s patronage, Lewis had established the Rebel Arts Centre, 

he nominated one room as the premises for an ‘Art School.’ The school’s first term was to begin on 

the 26 April, with an education regime which O’Keeffe describes as ‘liberal to say the least’:

The principle object of this school will be to help any student to do what he most 

wants to do. If he prefers to play the fiddle to drawing he can do that, so long as he 

does not annoy his neighbour. The academic basis of drawing will not be neglected.

But those who are evidently meant for a child’s paradise will be left with their wit, 

skill and ingenuousness. Instruction will approach them on tip-toe.’

There were to be three terms per year, fees payable at five guineas a quarter. Two prospective 

students enrolled, a female pomographer and a man who wished to design gas brackets. According to 

Lechmere, Lewis took no pains whatsoever to recruit students, and the school came, as it seems 

predictably, to nothing.

This might, viewed alone, seem an ill-advised aberration. But it was not Lewis’s sole assay 

into educational speculation. On the 2 November, 1914, The Egoist featured a two-page ‘Preliminary 

Announcement o f the College of Arts.’ Here was laid out a prospectus for an academy, which aimed 

‘at an intellectual status no lower than that attained by the courts of the Italian Renaissance.’ The 

announcement was written by Pound: this was a continuation of his long-held aspiration to create a 

‘super-college’ through which the ‘sterile’ academic system (and the prevalence o f philology therein) 

could be countered. It cannot now be ascertained to what extent Lewis’s own ambition to create a 

school of presumably advanced painting contributed to the shape o f the final prospectus. 

Nonetheless, the faculty looks like a roll call of the Vorticists: Lewis and Pound o f course, 

 ̂Paul O’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius, p. 151.
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Wadsworth, Gaudier-Brzeska, Helen Saunders and the Vorticist photographer, Alvin Langdon 

Cobum, are to be the principle instructors in art, design, photography, and literature. They propose to 

use London itself, with its ‘unrivalled’ collections, as a teaching resource, claiming rather baldly that 

‘scholarly research is often but wasted time if it has not been first arranged and oriented in the British 

Museum . . . Without chauvinism we can very easily claim that study in London is at least as 

advantageous as study elsewhere.’ Pound proceeds to dismiss the Louvre (presumably ‘without 

chauvinism’ too) in favour of the National Gallery in London, which he says ‘is smaller, but contains 

no rubbish.’ It is imcertain here whether this is a species of nationalist rhetoric along the lines of 

Blast, or a piece of cynical marketing spiel, given that Pound was effectively constructing a piece of 

high-end marketing, advertising London as a destination for American students who would normally 

choose Paris or Rome. O f course Blast is itself quite openly implicated in the duplicitous languages 

o f advertising, so perhaps the distinction is moot.

For in other ways too, the school’s programme is rooted in some of the same motivations 

which underpin Blast: in particular the idealisation o f London as the hub o f a new Vorticist 

renaissance, and the connected belief in the potential ‘inter-stimulus’ of the arts. Lewis and Pound 

envision their school as an ahemative to the extant ‘“ institutions,” for the most part academic, sterile, 

professorial.’* This leads to a striking description o f a dual programme of instruction envisioned at 

the college;

The college prepares two sorts of instruction; one for those who intend a career in 

some single art, who desire practical and technical instruction, a second for those 

who believe that learning is an adornment, a gracious and useless pleasure, that is to 

say for serious art students and for the better sort o f dilettanti.

This seems, as the entire enterprise seems, a little disingenuous, given the contempt for the ‘dilettante’ 

vented by both Lewis and Pound publicly during the same period. What’s more, students are

* Anon [Ezra Pound], ‘Preliminary Announcement o f  the College o f  Arts,’ The Egoist (2 November, 1914), p. 
413. The announcement is unattributed, but Pound has been identified as its author: see K.K. Ruthven, Ezra 
Pound as Literary Critic (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 28.
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promised contact with ‘artists of established position, creative minds, men for the most part who have 

already suffered in the cause o f their art’: a bold claim, considering that at this stage most of the artists 

involved were barely thirty, and had been active for a very short period. Overall, the proposed school 

seems a brazen, impractical venture, with more than a little of the charlatan about it. Like that of 

Blast, the tone of this announcement is a strange mix of the intellectually strident and the practically 

self-serving, striking an impudent, over-confident note, like much of both Pound’s and Lewis’s pre

war writing. What is unclear is whether this college is to be a professional alternative to a ‘sterile’ 

academy or a school for the amateur indulgence of wealthy students from the States. In any case, 

their approach shows a certain cavalier attitude to professionalism which certainly characterises both 

m en’s pre-war critical output.

Also included in the issue were Marsden’s customarily ingenious reflections upon war and the 

mores of polite society, a scathing review of the Times Literary Supplement's review of new war 

poetry -  ‘until I saw [Maurice Hewlitt’s] name, I veritably believed that the Duke of Wellington had 

come to life again and taken up the pen in his country's defence’ -  and, perhaps most notably, Richard 

Aldington’s translation into English prose o f ‘The Songs of Maldoror’ by the Comte de Lauetremonte, 

the nom de plume of the mid-century French poet Isodore-Lucien Ducasse, one of the poetes maudites 

o f the Surrealist canon, whose work would go on to be ‘discovered’ by Andre Breton in the 1920s and 

have such momentous effect upon the Surrealist movement. More jarringly, their armouncement is 

followed by an impressionistic essay-piece on ‘Theatre’ by John Rodker, who would later be pilloried 

as the ‘eternal imitation-person,’ the ‘split-man’ of The Apes o f  God. hi a way, it seems fitting that 

this ill-judged, solitary, and certainly rash announcement of a forthcoming arts institution -  one 

simultaneously radical, judging at least from a survey of the faculty, and at least purportedly 

professional -  should be produced in such ironic proximity to the work o f one of Lewis’s later 

satirical targets, a representative of the perceived conspiracy of the amateurs. Most telling, however, 

is that these plans for an academy, obviously given some preparation and forethought, should have 

been so promptly and quietly forgotten.

Impractical schemes of this sort litter the histories of any professional field. In the earliest, as 

it were pre-professional, phases in particular -  before the actually more or less arbitrary parameters
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have been fixed to the outhnes of the professional terrain, and legitimised either by legislative or 

academic incorporation -  battles are fought amongst unlicensed practitioners over credentials, 

practice, accreditation. On the one hand these are straightforward struggles for markets, but they are 

also more broadly struggles for respectability. Deborah Jacobs, Ann Ardis, and Thomas Strychacz 

have all examined from different angles the contingent nature of ‘modernism,’ and have argued that it 

must be understood historically as one discourse among many: that its predominance in the received 

literary-historical narrative was the result of institutional formations, as well as the professional 

manoeuvres o f individual practitioners, dealers, and critics. This is not to suggest that Lewis was a 

sort of literary or artistic snake-oil doctor, though at times he does have somewhat the ring of one. 

What Lewis is engaged in here is the serious and ongoing competition over the ownership of the 

radical mainstream. And while it cannot be said with any assurance that Lewis was successful in this 

project, in the broadest sense -  as an at least partial ‘modernist’ -  he was at any rate on the winning 

side. What Lew'is lacked was the will to commit personally to any professional grouping at all. These 

two, hazily projected, proposals for art schools in fact provide a blueprint for Lewis’s involvement in 

all subsequent professional formations. The Rebel Arts Centre lasted only a short few months; his 

typically volatile relationship with Kate Lechmere, the Centre’s patron with whom he seems to have 

become obsessed, put paid to its continuance. Likewise, Lewis’s membership of the London Group 

was troublesome, short-lived, and made him very little aside from enemies. The X group, an 

assembly o f ten artists who clustered around Lewis after the war (many of them ex-Vorticists, though 

also included were Frank Dobson and Edward McKnight Kauffer), held only one exhibition in the 

Mansard Gallery in 1920. Blast lasted two issues, and his subsequent editorships -  o f The Tyro and 

The Enemy -  had similarly short runs and were even less collaborative. He held no association with 

any institution, barring his tenure at Assumption College in Windsor during the war and his position 

as art critic for The Listener, to which I will return later. A zealous organiser, but a terrible colleague, 

Lewis found himself isolated in a professional field requiring far more diplomacy than he seemed able 

to muster.

The truth is that, though he spoke often and probingly on the issue of professionalism, on a 

practical level Lewis was in many ways adverse to the sort of conciliatory practices (cultivating
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patrons, creating professional networks) necessary for an artist to succeed professionally in a 

relatively small and close-knit community like that of the London art world. No one would dispute 

his ability to generate media attention, only it was rarely of a sort to earn him favour amongst his 

peers. On the contrary, Lewis seems to have been either unaware or disdainful o f the pragmatics of 

professionalism, an operating model founded upon a distinctive interaction between the individual and 

their profession. As Hughes and Larson make clear, the professional contract is a dual, synergetic 

process: the individual practitioner contributes to the respectability o f the profession, and in turn gains 

prestige from the wider occupational field. Particularly in the early stages of professionalisation, 

before the profession has been fiilly mythologised -  and the concomitant idea of the ‘public service’ it 

provides has become fully culturally ingrained -  the professional must negotiate a balance between 

individual acclaim and the more modest reward of professional integrity. Lewis, committed as he was 

to the romantic model of the individuated intellect, found this sort of pragmatic self-abnegation (as 

practised perhaps most obviously by Eliot) difficult. This fractiousness was, I would argue, the major 

obstacle to Lewis’s otherwise thoroughgoing commitment to the professional ideal. Certainly it 

seems questionable whether a professional, even operating within the parameters of a very well- 

established profession, could prosper in the isolation Lewis forced upon himself.^

This isolated position appears to stem from what was a lifelong, deep antipathy to the idea of 

association itself, an antipathy which can be traced throughout Lewis’s work. Blast, for instance, is 

dedicated to an ‘art of the individual’: Paul Peppis has demonstrated the interesting overlaps between 

the philosophy enunciated therein and that of Marsden and her circle at The Egoist. The same 

Nietzschean resistance to the crowd, or ‘herd,’ manifests itself in stories like ‘The Crowd-Master’ 

and those later collected in The Wild Body, and in those critical works in which he was working out 

his philosophy of disintegration, ‘The Credentials of the Painter,’ ‘The Dithyrambic Spectator’ and 

The A n  o f  Being Ruled. His resistance here is predicated upon that anti-humanist position I have

 ̂As Hughes observed, ‘I suppose there may be a professional man so free-sweeping in his interests that he does 
not mind what client he serves and what aspects o f  the client’s affairs he deals with. He would be a rarity -  a 
rich outcast or a poor idealist.’ Hughes is talking about the conflict in the professional’s loyalty to his 
‘corporation’ here, and Lewis can hardly be said to have been alone in his ‘poor idealism.’ That there is no 
‘corporation’ to which any artist is answerable perhaps explains why the artist is in general is so peculiarly 
prone to this occupational hazard. See Everett C. Hughes, ‘Professions,’ On Work, Race, and the Sociological 
Imagination, ed. by Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1994), p. 42.
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already examined: the democratic ‘mass-man’ represents a threat to the prized autonomy of the artist. 

Later the same fear is articulated in his virulent revulsion toward the communist philosophy, though it 

is no longer simply the biologically distinguished figure o f ‘the artist’ which is at threat. Collectivism 

is now mistrusted because o f the way in which it subsumes all human difference. This is a difficult 

route to navigate given Lewis’s continued, Nietzschean rhetoric of excess, but my argument is that his 

position has evolved by the 1930s, in line with what I have identified as his move toward a more 

humanist ethical ethos. What does remain consistent, however, is his animosity toward the crowd, the 

group, the collective. It is difficult to tell whether this sometimes almost hysterical aversion is the 

result o f personal predilection or philosophical conviction: in fact for the most part both impulses 

seem curiously intertwined. What it meant in effect was that he found it extremely and increasingly 

difficult to work in partnership. Hence the seeming incongruities between his principles and his 

professional activity: in The Caliph's Design, he plays the role of the professional pioneer, in The Art 

o f  Being Ruled he welcomes the professional society, and in The Apes o f  God he launches his fullest 

attack upon the amateurism of the age. But his actions as a practitioner and self-promoter seem to 

militate against his own attainment of the ideal. He remains most comfortable in the role of isolated 

and disinterested commentator on the project of professionalisation.

Yet he persisted, against the grain, in starting groups, organisations, or in the case of the 

school a prototype for what might have evolved into a professional accrediting institution, leaving 

commentators on his work with what is by now a far-from-unfamiliar impression of inconsistency. 

None o f these initiatives, as noted above, were serious attempts to provide a professional 

infrastructure for the advanced arts. On the contrary, they were for the most part contingent and 

piece-meal marketing ploys, their agenda a self-serving commercial one. For Frederick Etchells, even 

Vorticism was suspect in this respect: a strategic move, strong-arming the circle of painters around 

him into allegiance with an aesthetic programme of which he was the most prominent spokesperson. 

For his part, Etchells claimed, he had been reluctant about Vorticism, ‘always a slightly unwilling 

adherent o f this movement which seemed mostly to “boost” Wyndham L e w i s . T h i s  sort of self-

Frederick Etchells, see Anna Gruetzner Robins, ‘“Reforming with a Pick-Axe”: The First Vorticist Exhibition 
at the Dore Galleries in 1915,’ The Vorticists: Rebel Artists in London and New York, 1914-1918, p. 63.
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promotional activity is of course an important part of the professional agenda, and one which Lewis 

was certainly never hesitant to despatch. But to succeed, this self-advertisement must feed into the 

activities o f the profession on a wider level, into the guild structures, the professional associations, the 

commercial infrastructure. And Lewis, through the 1910s and increasingly during the 1920s, seems 

less and less capable of appreciating this nuance. Often, in fact, he behaves as if  the art world in 

which he were enmeshed were fully professionalised already, founded upon what Perkin identifies as 

amongst the core values o f a professional society: transparency, meritocracy, and expertise. Lewis 

addresses himself to this imagined world, one to which the real societal conditions o f the time would 

never live up. It was a paradox of which he does not seem to have been, at least intermittently, 

unaware.'' Be that as it may, in working under these utopian assumptions, Lewis failed to secure the 

economic and other support he so badly needed: the commissions, the access to markets, the 

reputational value of alliances with dealers, gallery-owners and private patrons. His declarations of 

self-awareness -  peculiarly enough both pessimistic and utopian at the same time -  may have been 

intended as defence mechanisms, though they now succeed only in adding a certain complicated 

pathos to his indictment of the corrupted ‘system’ which failed to conform to his ideal.

Not until the 1930s do we see his attitude begin to shift. As the decade progressed, and even 

as he found himself navigating the murky ideological terrain of British fascism, his approach to his 

profession became less uncompromising. He continues to retreat from the mechanistic nightmare of 

The Art o f  Being Ruled -  and before it, of his Vorticist ‘hell.’ In its place he begins cautiously 

cultivating a new interest in the human scale in art. While it is difficult at times to trace very clearly, 

it is my argument that Lewis was venturing into new territory, and entertaining a growing mistrust of

" In the 1934 essay ‘Plain Home-Builder: Where is Your Vortex?’ -  at which I will looking in more detail in 
what follows -  he admits that his ‘home-builder’ is not in fact an ‘average’ individual, the ‘skeleton o f  a much 
richer existence,’ but is instead a denizen o f  a world he imagines for the future. COH, p. 255. However, in The 
A rt o f  Being Ruled, he dedicates a long passage to a dismissal of N ietzsche’s mode o f  address -  with no sign o f  
self-awareness -  on the basis o f  its dedication to an impossible audience: ‘Many great writers (and Nietzsche 
was o f  course a very great one) address audiences who do not exist. To address passionately and sometimes 
with very great wisdom people who do not exist has this disadvantage . . . that there will always be a group o f  
people who, seeing a man shouting apparently at somebody or other, and seeing nobody else in sight, will think 
that it is they who are being addressed . . . Nietzsche imagined a new type o f  human being -  the Superman; and 
to “supermen” he poured out sometimes his secret thoughts . . . But he lived in a Utopia, and wrote in and for a 
Utopia, hoping to make Europe that Utopia by pretending that it was,’ a scenario which led, argues Lewis, to the 
‘vulgarisation’ o f  his philosophy and the cultivation o f  a sense o f intellectual aristocracy amongst readers who, 
for Lewis, were no more than rentiers and parasites. ABR, p. 116.
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both the aesthetics and the ethics o f corporatised modernity. The nucleus o f these developments in his 

theory can, I believe, be attributed to the volte-face o f his political position after the General Strike, 

and the slow subsequent assimilation o f pragmatism and humanism into his politics. By the end of 

the decade, I would argue, Lewis has made his way to a quite new position on the political spectrum, 

and he has done so, characteristically, through the medium of art criticism. For it is in the 

development o f his writing on art, rather than his ill-judged, reactionary political pamphleteering, that 

evidence of this shift in Lewis’s position must be sought. I will, through the rest of this chapter, 

follow a few threads through the course of the largely piecemeal criticism he produced through the 

1930s, broadcast as radio talks or televised debates, featured in periodicals or newspapers, formulated 

in letters to the press, and in some cases never published at all.

Much of this material was written, as Lewis openly admits, in haste. At the time he felt that 

his often paranoid political tracts were the more important works, written in anticipation of, and as a 

solitary counterpoint to, the forces assembling to create another war. Yet, on a series of important 

essays on architecture and design, as well as in a number o f radio and television appearances, at which 

I will be looking in more detail in what follows, Lewis elucidates his changing stance on the 

patronage, and the economic status, o f the arts, issues which for Lewis incorporate the question of 

what sort o f society these arts are being used to reflect. How the arts are evaluated, and how the arts 

in turn evaluate the conditions in which they are produced, remain for Lewis the principle inquiries. 

In this sequence o f important essays and talks, he writes, as he has written since the heyday o f Blast, 

expressly about the idea of the ‘machine,’ and about the ‘machine age’ at which he believes western 

society to have arrived. Yet the tone o f what he is saying has changed. Increasingly, as I will show, 

Lewis argues for the personalised, the imprecise, the ‘scribble’ as against the ‘streamlined’ aesthetic 

of a mechanised late-capitalist society. The work o f the individual artist -  the brushstroke and the 

sketch -  come to seem to him far more valuable than the ‘sleekness’ of a machine finish: evidence 

certainly o f a significant divide between the Lewis o f the mid-1930s and the Vorticist Lewis of Blast, 

or the pro-Ford Lewis of The Art o f  Being Ruled. He is reacting against the ‘machine finish’ he had 

earlier not only advocated, but, as a Vorticist, had replicated himself
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In May 1939, Laidlaw and Laidlaw produced a selection of Lewis’s art criticism, called 

Wyndham Lewis the Artist: From Blast to Burlington House. Included were a number o f plates o f his 

work, and, as the subtitle suggests, a reproduction of his correspondence with The Times over the 

rejection o f his portrait o f Eliot by the Royal Academy. Lewis wrote two introductory essays to the 

volume, one itemising the history o f his critical production, and the other setting out his current 

professional and theoretical position as regards English painting. This latter, ‘Super-Nature Versus 

Super-Real,’ is an introductory essay to a significant reprinting of a mass o f his critical work, and as 

such it aims toward the summary. But it also represents a new and significant attack on the art o f the 

largely continental ‘super-realists’ (as the Surrealists were then most commonly known) at the time 

enjoying such widespread vogue. In it he returns to a charge he has made with increasing force since 

its first articulation in Time and Western Man: that the ‘advanced’ art of the post-war world has failed. 

For Lewis, the decline o f the energies of the abstract painter can be indexed to the resurgence o f the 

narratives o f nationalism and traditionalism, forces which may even herald, he warns, again 

reiterating an earlier prophecy, the disappearance of all art. In the work of the ‘super-realists,’ he 

detects a dangerous prioritisation o f the irratioi\al, of a certain childlike imaginative intensity, which 

tokens the transformation o f the art world into a ‘Nursery where our capitalist children play at being 

artists.’ The moronic inferno o f The Apes o f God, has now, he argues, come to dominate the 

production of the visual arts, creating ‘a macabre harlequinade’ {WLoA, 324), a riot o f reductive 

Freudian sport, whereby ‘The subconscious is ransacked to provide the super-realist with an alibi to 

paint like a Pompier’ (WLoA, 327).

Under such circumstances, he argues, it is little surprise that art has become completely 

severed from its potential publics. Coverage of the arts in the press has increasingly focussed on ‘the 

art o f the dead,’ though he does not quite make clear whether this is a contributing cause or an effect 

o f the severing of artist and audience. In what follows, however, he does make explicit his continued 

commitment to the idea o f the professional. He begins by complaining that the work produced by 

living visual artists receives almost no regular press coverage:
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Reports o f auctions (with prices fetched) of Old Masters: reports o f charity 

exhibitions (with totals obtained for this or that fund): reports o f shows by school 

children (as Educational news): of painting by post-office workers or candlestick 

makers (Labour item -  or ‘human interest’): exhibitions of pictures or sculptures by 

titled persons (‘Court and Society’ of course) -  all these take the place, more every 

day, o f critical articles about picture-shows by professional artists . . . But 

professional -  there is a word that today can hardly any longer be used. All the 

whole-time artists, or artists de metier, are in fact rentiers. Some are small rentiers, 

some very large rentiers: but all are rentiers (WLoA, 315-6).

He goes on to lay bare some stark economic realities. Using the total sales figure and the number of 

exhibitors at the Royal Academy’s summer exhibition the previous year, he calculates that ‘if you had 

a picture accepted, it seemed you stood a one-sixteenth chance of selling it, for a sum averaging £37’ 

(WLoA, 316). This represents the potential earnings available to the professional from one o f the most 

prestigious open exhibitions in the country. Hence, ‘there are practically no professional painters left, 

and the amateur paints his picture in the drawing-room or tool-shed’:

English ‘pros’ in painting are exceedingly scarce, as I have said . . .  A certain 

number of men technically of amateur status are in fact ‘pros’ -  that is to say they 

enjoy the privileges of the ‘amateur’ and dispute his miserable pickings with the 

‘pro.’ But in England it is a pitiable thing to be a pure ‘pro,’ in painting as much as 

in cricket or tennis. I did not start as a ‘pro.’ I went to the Eton of art-schools, the 

Slade. I had a good ‘allowance,’ as it was called in the pre-war, which enabled me 

afterwards to continue my studies in Holland, France, Germany and Spain. I began 

in the amateur class, or I should not be as well off even as I am, now that I have 

dropped off into the pro-letariat (WLoA, 319).
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This is a familiar argument, though Lewis has rarely made it so succinctly. His new attention to the 

figures and schematics of the profession, to the actual scarcity o f resources and the operational 

impediments, enables him to make his argument with more precision. He remains committed to his 

philosophy o f the amateur. But his idea o f what constitutes the professional has altered. He describes 

himself as a ‘heavyweight,’ but not, as in some of his earlier work, a biologically superior life-force. 

He is also ready to admit that good painting is still being produced: he cites Henry Moore, Ben 

Nicholson, and Graham Sutherland as examples of other ‘pros’ currently working in England. His 

earlier holistic, utopian critical style -  and his commitment to an uncompromising anti-humanist creed 

-  had made such nuance impossible.

And it is on the basis of this extended, equivocating interrogation that he concludes with what 

appears to the student of Lewis a curious call for action. The central thesis o f ‘Super-Nature Versus 

Super-Real’ is that in order to survive, English painting needs to ‘return to nature.’ To once again 

connect the artist and the public, and to regenerate some viable economic equilibrium, the blind alley 

of abstraction must be finally forsaken. Instead, painters must return to the human figure, acquiring 

‘an understanding of how unnecessary it is to strip off a man’s skin, or to give him three eyes, or 

arms, instead of two, to make him an object o f amazing interest’ (WLoA, 329). And it is the human 

figure specifically, not the nature o f the landscape artist, in which he is interested: ‘In the last analysis, 

who would paint a tree when he could paint a man?’ I'hat there may be difficulties in persuading 

painters to follow his lead, he freely admits, in a culture in which ‘nature tout court is a little wanting 

in publicity-value.’ To illustrate these difficulties, he makes a rather surprising comparison:

Compare, if you like, the problem in question to an analogous one in politics. When 

a politician has to ‘ginger up the Democracies,’ the difficulty he encounters is the 

absence of a rallying-cry. He is at a disadvantage compared with the professional 

agitator, o f either Left or Right. ‘Democracy,’ with which we are all so familiar, has 

no kick left as a watchword, or not enough to inflame the imagination to the requisite 

degree (WLoA, 329-31).
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He immediately discounts this invocation of democracy: ‘As an artist, I should be sorry,’ he goes on, 

‘to regard this as more than a superficial parallel.’ But as a political thinker, and one who had through 

the course of the 1930s tried to stress his non-partisan position between the demagogues of the left 

and the right, the parallels are all too ready, and they are revealing.

This is a curious, even compromising, position in which to find the creator of Vorticism. But 

it is, I would argue, the outcome of more than a decade o f deepening humanism on Lewis’s part, as he 

continues to revise his earlier commitment to a rationalised modernity. He is retreating from the anti

humanism of his earlier hyper-professionalist philosophy. As he makes clear, he remains nothing less 

than a proud professional, but one who has actually come to oppose the broader socio-economic 

processes o f professionalisation, in the utopian -  and potentially caste-based -  sense identified by 

Perkin and illustrated in The Art o f  Being Ruled. As such, I would argue, Lewis approaches the 

position o f those he had reviled in the 1910s and early 1920s. He is acquiring a more nuanced liberal 

idea o f professionalism, one which is pragmatic, humanist, and closer to the traditional. Whether 

these refmements in his thought are due to nuance or privilege, they demonstrate at any rate a serious 

distance from the Lewis of the 1920s, or of The Caliph's Design, committed to an abstract Eastern 

anti-humanist principle in art, and to the anti-humanist political radicalism of Sorel and the guild 

socialists. The rest of this chapter will be dedicated to the question o f how, by 1939, Lewis has 

arrived at this conclusion.

Patronage in the 1930s

The 1930s were a period of increasingly sparse resources for the arts. There remained through the 

decade effectively no strategic state patronage for the arts. In a seminal book on the historical 

interconnections between art and officialdom, to which I will have much cause to refer in what 

follows, Janet Minihan points to the almost categorical failure o f the inter-war state to intervene in 

what was becoming a shamefial cultural debacle. Aside from the limited efforts of a short-lived 

majority Labour government in 1929-31, the 1920s and 1930s were dominated by a Conservative
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party with, it would seem, little consensus about what even constituted art,'^ and certainly no 

enthusiasm to extend to the care of the arts any portion of the public purse. In spite of this, there were 

some isolated signs o f almost inadvertent progress: the 1918 Education Act, the 1919 Public Libraries 

Act and the 1925 Public Health Act, while admitting no care of duty on the part of the state, did 

enable enlightened local authorities to use funding from the rates to make grants to museums and 

educational authorities, and, eventually, to fund concerts, lectures, and exhibitions, from the rates.'^ 

But, in a long-standing tradition of English non-intervention in the arts, there remained no organised 

government strategy for supporting the arts -  and, more important from certain perspectives, 

supporting artists themselves. In 1927, for instance, at the height o f a boom for painting in England, 

the Royal Commission on National Museums and Galleries was set up, in part ‘to consider in what 

way, if  any, expenditure may be limited without crippling the educational and general usefulness o f 

the Institutions.’''’ After the 1929 Wall Street crash and the subsequent catastrophic slump, what little 

scattered provision had been put in place for artists was swiftly dismantled.’^

It is in this context that Lewis’s increasingly nuanced interrogation of the situation of the 

artist, and of the pragmatics of patronage, must be understood. Lewis, in the 1930s, while on the one 

hand engaging in that tireless and ill-advised political commentary which would sour his reputation 

for decades, also dedicated considerable critical space to a continued assessment of the patronage 

structures available to artists o f the time, and his formulations were shaped in response to the specific 

challenges of what was a desperate economic situation. In this, though in little else, his art criticism 

of the decade is consistent with that which preceded it: it derived from his peculiar sensitivity to the 

position o f the artist. Always in precarious financial straits himself, it was Lewis’s talent to 

extrapolate on the basis o f his own situation and formulate a critique of much more general

As Minihan points out, the Royal Fine Art Commission, established in 1924, saw as its remit the making o f  
recommendations about traffic lights and postage stamps -  paying little attention to painting and sculpture, none 
to theatre, ballet, opera, let alone literature -  a funny definition o f  the ‘fine arts’ by any reasonable measure.
Janet Minihan, The Nationalisation o f  Culture: The Development o f  State Subsidies to the Arts in Great Britain 
(London; Hamish Hamilton, 1977), pp. 174-5.

The 1925 extension o f  the power o f  local authorities to fund concerts, lectures and exhibitions would actually 
have been much more far-reaching had it not been for the aggressive lobbying o f  the president o f  the Society o f  
West End Theatre Managers and chairman o f  the Entertainments Protection Association. Ibid., p. 184.

‘Interim report o f  the Royal Commission on National Museums and Galleries,’ published in September, 1928. 
See ibid, p. 181.

For a more thorough analysis, see Minihan's chapter on ‘Between the Wars.’ Ibid., pp. 172-213.
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significance, interrogating the structural causes o f the artist’s economic marginalisation, and resisting 

the cultural logic o f  his time, which glamourised the ‘bohem ian,’ and overlooked or silently endorsed 

the necessary advantage this glamorisation bestowed upon those with private m e a n s . F o r  Lewis this 

represented an economic structure embedded in the values o f  the aristocrat, or the pseudo-aristocratic 

values o f  the commercial classes, o f  liberty, laissez fa ire , and the prioritisation o f the values o f 

property and primogeniture as above those supreme values o f  the nascent professional classes: human 

resources and expertise.'^ This non-interventionist approach to the arts (as to welfare and city 

planning) reached a stage o f  crisis in the 1930s, but the structural flaws which only became visible 

then in fact predated the depression. Lew is’s response to the crises o f the 1930s were as such in line 

with his previous critical positions: with a fme-tuned reactivity, he now reworked the philosophy o f 

The Man o f  the World in application to the worsening conditions o f the English artist, continuing to 

develop in the process a more humanist artistic ethos, and with it, I will argue, what amounts to an 

almost reluctantly humanist ethics.

Official neglect o f the arts was, it must be admitted, nothing new. Government ministers 

were simply continuing a long-standing tradition, which saw the arts as a private interest, beyond the 

remit o f the limited liberal state. The prevailing theories o f state intervention did not in fact 

encompass any social role at all for the government. As regards the arts in particular, however, this 

political principle was allied with a deep ambivalence, rooted in religious tradition and the industrial 

consensus, about work and ‘leisure’ activities. This complex o f attitudes has led historically to 

English artists adopting some peculiarly contorted positions. Art has been seen as the preserve o f  the 

aristocratic class, and has by virtue o f  this allegiance been ranged nominally against the forces o f 

industrialisation and commercialism. Yet artists have had to be reliant nevertheless in many cases on 

the yields o f  commerce and industry. English artists had been forced to adapt in difficult

Virginia Nicholson has recently produced a book-length study of the domestic and personal lives of the 
different interlocking sets which constituted a sort of ‘bohemia’ in England between 1900 and the outbreak of 
the Second World War, examining the mores, legacy, and -  most pertinently for my analysis -  some of the 
delusions of the English bohemians. See Virginia Nicholson, Among the Bohemians: Experiments in Living, 
1900-1939 (London: Penguin, 2003).

Harold Perkin makes clear the tendencies of this paradigmatic shift; ‘Underlying the emergence of a corporate 
society . . .  lay the rise of a professional society .. . one structured around career hierarchies rather than classes, 
one in which people find their place according to trained expertise and the service they provide rather than the 
possession or lack of inherited wealth or acquired capital.’ This is precisely the society that Lewis is 
prophesying. See Harold Perkin, The Rise o f  Professional Society: England since 1880, p. 359.
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circumstances. There remained certain exceptions, a lineage of pioneering openly business-minded 

artists like Hogarth in the eighteenth century, or Whistler -  the progenitor to the sort o f artistic 

professionalism I have been describing as particularly modemist -  in the nineteenth. More cautiously, 

the Royal Academy was established by a group of entrepreneurial artists but granted at the outset the 

royal seal, and the concomitant status of a national institution. Be that as it may, most artists 

continued to operate as if on a self-supporting basis. The respectable artist had to function as a private 

gentleman. No gesture was made toward granting any kind of market protection to the arts: subsidy 

remained unsystematised and congregated mainly in support for the national art institutions.'* 

Artists, as such, existed in a curious quandary, operating as tenuous entrepreneurs, but unable to refer 

to their work in terms o f business, commerce, or professionalism.’̂

Andrew Stephenson describes some of the delicate negotiations of artists in the interwar 

period with precisely these economic and commercial realities. In particular he focuses upon the brief 

English ‘Art Boom’ of the late-1920s, a boom out of which certain cautious entrepreneurs, most 

notably Paul Nash, though also the largely Bloomsbury artists who constituted the London Artists’ 

Association (LAA), temporarily prospered. This ‘booni,’ Considered worthy of the name by 1929, 

gave the impression o f a thriving culture of art; Christopher Nevinson described England publicly as 

the best place for the contemporary artist to operate. This impression, however, was sustained only by 

what Stephenson describes as shrewd marketing manoeuvres, and an informal and selective network 

of patronage and publicity: Roger Fry was particularly active in this respect, holding the ear o f many

The National Gallery was funded through a direct grant, as from 1896 was the Tate. The South Kensington 
Museums were established in 1852 and operated by direct government control. A lso, there was funding for a 
number o f  art and design schools, which in fact constituted one o f  the major contributions o f  the state to the 
visual arts as a profession rather than a ‘heritage’: on this subject see Nicholas Pearson, The State and the Visual 
Arts (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1982), pp. 14-23. Unfortunately the subject o f  art education is 
beyond the scope o f  this thesis. Meanwhile, the Royal Academy constituted a peculiar case, nominally 
‘independent’ though reliant upon certain forms o f in-kind subsidy from the crown, a curiously British 
arrangement at which I will look in more detail in a later chapter.
”  This was not solely a quandary for the artist. A long socio-economic complex had resulted in an unsettled 
rhetorical dichotomy between gentility and commerce, over which historians continue to debate. The famous 
‘Anderson-Naim’ thesis, set out in a series o f  articles in the New Left Review, set the parameters o f  the debate, 
postulating a capitulation on the part o f  the Victorian bourgeoisie to the values o f  the English aristocracy. 
Principle texts in which this thesis were expounded include Tom Naim, ‘The British Political Elite’, New  
Left Review, 23 (1964), Perry Anderson, ‘Origins o f  the Present Crisis’, New Left Review, 24 (1964). The 
debate is often presented in terms o f  economic decline, and can be traced through, for instance, Martin J Weiner, 
English Culture and the Decline o f  the Industrial Spirit and E.J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire (London: 
Penguin, 1968). For a useful overview see Paul Warwick, ‘Did Britain Change? An Inquiry into the Causes o f  
National Decline,’ Journal o f  Contemporary History, 20: 1 (Jan, 1985), pp. 99-133.
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dealers and gallery owners, as well as leading public opinion through the 1920s. Even the LAA was 

only operable upon a co-operative guild-like structure which spread the earnings of a successful few -  

Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell, particularly, themselves reliant upon those ‘discrete patronage 

networks’ cultivated by Fry and Bell -  amongst a less successfiil majority.^” What this delicate 

balance o f dealers and suppliers represents is, for Stephenson, a necessarily covert arrangement for 

the professional command of the market by the outspokenly ‘amateurish’ and liberal individualist 

painters of Bloomsbury. In his account, the English gentlemanly tradition of amateurism had through 

the 1920s become a sort o f credo, or cult even, by which these painters rendered themselves in 

conformity with the historical priorities of the English art-buying public. The idea of the 

‘professional’ remained anathema; the LAA was professionalism by another name.^' The illusion of a 

rough grouping of separately celebrated and successful individuals was supported by the 

concentration o f influence (some would say, the stranglehold) represented by the Bloomsbury critics 

as commentators in the periodical culture of the time. What such mechanisms obscured was the 

actual dearth of support available to living artists o f any but the most well-connected positions.

It was only in the fall-out of the Wall Street crash that the underlying absence of any reliable 

infrastructure o f support for the arts in English political culture became devastatingly clear. Lewis 

himself, in surveying the landscape in ‘Super-Nature Versus Super-Real,’ written it must be 

remembered at the end rather than the beginning o f this decade o f brutalisation, finds little 

professional encouragement for the visual artist. The Royal Academy he dismisses on a 

straightforward economic basis as ‘discredited’ through over-supply. The provincial galleries, which 

had been enabled by the Education Act o f 1919 and the Libraries Act the following year to create 

funds for the purchase art out of the rates, Lewis describes (unfairly) as hives o f conformity, from 

which ‘ambitious’ modem curators w'ill be sinisterly ejected. He cites one ominous instance of a 

‘great provincial city’ with a sum o f £13,000 for the purchase of contemporary English paintings, 

lying idle because the ‘city elders’ cannot agree what to buy. Finally he proceeds to the Tate, which

Andrew Stephenson, “‘Strategies o f  Situation”: British Modernism and the Slump c. 1929 -  1934,’ Oxford Art 
Journal, 14: 2 (1991), pp. 31-38.

Ibid., p. 33.
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in 1939 had a purchase grant of ‘five hundred pounds annually to spend for the purchase o f pictures 

and sculpture. That for an Empire on which the sun never sets is not a great deal.’^̂

‘Super-Nature Versus Super-Real’ represents, as well as an attack upon the ‘super-realists’ 

and a reiteration o f the cause of the professional, a specific critique o f the radical wing o f English 

painting, presided over at this juncture by Herbert Read. He was throughout the decade a vocal 

proponent o f radical art -  often couching his criticism in expressly ‘revolutionary’ terms. He was the 

spokesman for the painters’ collective Unit One which was established in 1934, which aimed to 

‘promote the unification of painting, sculpture and architecture through a Bauhaus-like consortium. 

However it was the Surrealist cause, for which he was also a forthright advocate, which would prove 

the most cohesive rallying call for English painters of the 1930s, many of whom by the end of the 

decade were showing distinctly the influence of Chirico, Dali, and Max Ernst. Read came to 

represent, for many, all that was radical in art in the 1930s: he steadfastly and fluently championed the 

destructive and liberating potential o f the advanced arts, in a number o f early contributions to the 

critical canon of ‘heroic modernist’ narratives. In fact, just as Lewis’s critical writings of the 1920s 

seem at times to be constructed as if in direct response lo Fry, so in the 1930s we find him as if 

explicitly responding to Read. The positions he attacks and the rhetoric he opposes are in many cases 

distinctly similar to Read’s. Lewis’s essay is an assault upon the contemporary consensus of 

advanced taste, presided over by Read, which he sees as succeeding from, and continuing, the 

consensus o f the 1920s, presided over by Fry. Read is for Lewis a follower of intellectual fashion:

Mr Herbert Read has an enviable knack of providing, at a week’s notice, almost any 

movement, or sub-movement, in the visual arts, with a neatly-cut party-suit -  with 

which it can appear, appropriately caparisoned, at the cocktail-party thrown by the 

capitalist who has made its birth possible, in celebration of the happy even t. . . Under 

these circumstances, to correlate Mr Read’s many utterances is not unlike attempting

He overlooks in this review the collecting work o f  the Contemporary Art Society, a group o f  private patrons 
who had been purchasing the work o f  living -  though not, at first, very ‘advanced’ -  painters since 1910. He 
corrects this oversight in his post-war criticism. WLoA, p. 325.

Andrew Stephenson, “ ‘Strategies o f  Situation”: British Modernism and the Slump c. 1929 -  1934,’ p. 46.
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to establish a common factor o f eclectic inspiration in the rapid succession o f ‘models’ 

emanating from some ultra-fashionable Parisian dressmaker {WLoA, 311).

Read is implicated in the same ongoing trivialisation of the arts as that attributed to Fry in the 1920s. 

More specifically, he is accused of complicity in the capitulation o f the avant-garde to the forces of 

capitalism. For Lewis the Surrealists are purveyors of essentially commercial paintings for the 

‘nurseries’ o f the rich: they represent the final failure o f the avant-garde, which he has traced and 

predicted over the course of the previous two decades. In Lewis’s analysis, Read’s doctrinal 

enthusiasms are alienating art from its public, presaging -  a favourite prophecy o f Lewis’s -  a time 

when there will be no art at all. Hence Read is contributing to precisely that crisis of artistic 

production for which, in the 1920s, Lewis had accused Fry, Bell, Pound, and the Sitwells.

Needless to say, this has not been the received critical wisdom about the era. Andrew 

Stephenson reads the emergence of Unit One in 1934 as a symptom of ‘a thorough re-evaluation of 

the relationship of the artist to society and of art to the political economy.’ For him the period saw a 

shift in the position of the artist from comfortable isolation to public engagement, one which he 

narrates as a wresting of artistic pre-eminence from Bloomsbury to Unit One. He also sees this as a 

development from an era of amateurism to one of professionalism: Unit One represents, for him, an 

assertion of a new ‘logic of expertise.’̂ "* At the centre of this narrative he places, however, not Read, 

but the equivocating figure o f Paul Nash, who straddles both professional groupings, and who will 

come in for particular criticism from Lewis, as I shall demonstrate. This has been too often the broad 

reading of the period, from the decadent private indulgences of the 1920s into the newly invigorated, 

public, Marxist, collectivist and often masculinised austerity of the 1930s.^^ These are unfortunately 

simplifications. Certainly the slump precipitated a period of crisis, and saw a radical overhaul o f the

Ibid., p. 30.
Christopher Reed sees the backlash against Bloomsbury and the Sitwells, led by the Scrutiny critics and by 

Paul Nash, at the start o f the 1930s, as the origin o f this perceived rift between the decades. These attacks 
constituted, argues Reed, a reaction against ‘the Amusing Era.’ By 1932 even sympathetic critics were 
unconsciously colluding in the discourse: Reed calls Cyril Connolly’s review o f the music room in the Lefevre 
Galleries, designed by Bell and Grant, in the Architectural Review in February, 1933 ‘the end of the Amusing 
era.’ Interestingly, for Reed, Lewis was part o f the same ‘amusing’ style as his enemies, and in this account was 
similarly eclipsed by the ‘new’ spirit o f the 1930s. Christopher Reed, Bloomsbury Rooms: Modernism, 
Subculture, Domesticity, p. 272.
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parameters of the market -  and of the range of potential patrons -  for modem art. However, this 

overhaul was not necessarily of the straightforward ‘progressive’ Marxist quality apparently described 

by Stephenson. The interests of industry were as well-represented in the calls for reform as those of 

artists. W hat’s more, a significant portion of the call for reform was instigated by precisely those 

figures who Stephenson disregards as hopelessly committed to the art of the domestic interior and the 

religion o f the amateur.

For it was as true for the ageing grandees of Bloomsbury as for the Audenites and the new 

wave o f radical painters that if the 1930s were a decade of increasingly sparse resources for the arts, 

they were also a decade of ‘solutions.’ On all fronts, faced with diminishing resources, critics sought 

new ways to conceptualise the arts, to generate new funding channels, and to explore alternatives to 

the utterly depleted resources of the private patron upon whose caprice up until now the artist had 

been able, if not always happily, to rely. An inventory of these ‘solutions’ would have to include for 

instance the widespread reassessment of ‘applied design’ as a legitimate branch of the ‘fine’ arts, 

championed by the rather unlikely figures of Kenneth Clark and Roger Fry. Fry’s inaugural address 

as Slade Professor of Art, delivered in Senate House in October 1933, in which he advocates the 

incorporation o f art history as an academic discipline -  a position surely at odds with his own earlier 

liberal mistrust of such artistic specialisation -  must also warrant consideration.^* What these 

departures make apparent is the new willingness, though under it must be added some duress, to 

consider avenues which would have been unthinkable for the liberal intelligentsia of earlier decades. 

Other significant developments include the establishment of the unfortunately limited Council for Art 

and Industry in 1934; the more promising foundation, through the donations o f private benefactors, of 

the Courtauld Institute in 1932; the largely incidental benefits to artists o f government initiatives like 

the Commission for the Special Areas, and, most surprisingly, the first emergence of corporate 

sponsorship as a solution to the plight of the arts. The cultivation o f this latter resource for the arts

See Roger Fry, Art-H istory as an Academic Subject (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933). Fry’s 
attitude to specialisation had always been marked by certain internal tensions. He had him self gained an 
informal training from the influential art historian Bernard Berenson in the late 1890s, and had gained his 
reputation as a scholar o f  the Old Masters; his later advocacy o f the Post-Impressionists, on the grounds o f  
‘instinct’ and amateurism, was contradictorily made possible by his own specialism. In some ways, the 
conflation o f  gentlemanly amateurism and refined specialisation implied in the figure o f  the ‘connoisseur’ 
corresponds most closely with Fry’s particular ambivalence toward the professional project.
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figured large in Lewis’s imagination -  corresponding, in what must have been somewhat 

disconcerting ways, to his own earlier zeal for an art which would be intertwined with the apparatus 

of industrial production. In the economic climate o f the 1930s, the new international conglomerates 

and corporations represented an unprecedented source of wealth on an almost unimaginable scale. 

Yet for Lewis, one-time advocate of an industrialised ‘Northern Art,’ it was the danger of artistic 

compromise which now seemed most apparent.

In July 1934, The Architectural Review opened with a feature article by Cyril Connolly called 

‘The New Medici.’ Connolly’s article is an extended response to a recently-opened exhibition, at the 

New Burlington Gallery, o f paintings commissioned by the international oil conglomerate, Shell-Mex 

and BP Ltd.^^ Connolly is unstinting in his praise for the rather inelegantly titled Exhibition of 

Pictures in Advertising by Shell-Mex and BP, which, he says, ‘marks the beginning o f a new era in 

the relations of creative modem art and big business.’ 'Fhe exhibition was opened by Kenneth Clark, 

and the individual art-works commissioned for it, including paintings by Frank Dobson, Graham 

Sutherland, and Paul Nash, remain significant landmarks in the histories of art and advertising. 

Accompanied by lavish full-colour illustrations, Connolly develops what seems to be an extended 

eulogy for the exhibition, one of the earliest examples o f modem corporate sponsorship in England. 

In his essay, he dismisses the popular prejudice against ‘commercial art,’ absurd under contemporary 

circumstances when traditional sources o f patronage -  church, guild and aristocracy -  have dried up. 

‘The founts of patronage,’ he argues, ‘now flow from business houses, and none of these merchant 

princes have realised their responsibilities more than Shell,’ at the head o f which sits Jack 

Beddington, in fact the Publicity Director for the company, who Connolly calls ‘the new Medici.’̂ *

This ready and uncritical endorsement o f corporate sponsorship o f the arts must appear to a 

modem observer a little suspect. Connolly, in the course of his essay, reveals one major shortcoming 

of the new faith in industry: in sponsoring an exhibition o f modem art, he argues, Shell is performing 

a civic duty: ‘admitting the responsibility of big business to the land which makes it big.’ ’̂ His

Shell-Mex and BP Ltd was in fact a joint marketing venture, established in 1932 when Royal Dutch Shell and 
BP decided, in the light o f  challenging economic conditions, to merge their UK marketing operations.

Cyril Connolly, ‘The N ew  M edici,’ The Architectural Review  (July, 1934), p. 2.
Ibid., p. 3.
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sanguinity here seems either naive or dishonest, yet it was shared by many of his contemporaries; 

Kenneth Clark, T.S. Eliot, even Roger Fry, were happy to endorse what The Architectural Review 

called a ‘new movement’ in applied art, corporate advertising and poster production by one-time ‘high 

art’ painters.^® What Cormolly fails even to notice in his paean to Beddington is the very desperation 

o f the recourse to the oil baron as potential patron. It is surely no coincidence that the post-slump 

courting o f corporate resources coincides with the continued dearth o f any official support for the arts. 

Aristocratic patronage had evaporated. And the vagaries of the open market could not be relied upon 

to support a viable and fruitful artistic habitat. In this climate the largesse o f a ‘merchant prince’ was 

understandably preferable to penury. But to treat this contingency as a sort of triumphal apotheosis 

seems at best a hasty journalistic expedient.

The slump -  with its concomitants of poverty, mass unemployment, hunger, the surge in 

socialism, and the sense, amongst the intellectual classes, of an outright failure of the liberal humanist 

ideals of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries -  led to a number o f such radical shifts in the 

conceptualisation o f the arts. What comes across plainly in a review of the period is the very radical 

break with the patterns of the decade which had preceded it. The 1920s very quickly came to seem 

superfluous: the domestic experimentation of the Bloomsbury group or the Sitwell circle, the easy 

dismissal o f ‘commerce,’ and the cultivation of art dealers and aristocratic patrons, came to seem to a 

rising generation the symptoms of a widespread bad faith, deriving from worse politics. This sense of 

widespread disillusionment was compounded by the arrival in England, throughout the 1930s, o f a 

glut of artists and intellectuals (Jewish and otherwise) fleeing the Nazi regime in Germany: Nikolaus 

Pevsner, who would write an extremely influential account of England’s place in the narrative of 

continental modernism; the Walberg scholars at the Courtauld, credited (by the Courtauld themselves) 

with invigorating the study of art with a more rigorous scholarly approach; and of course the architect

O f course this is hardly restricted to the time. Enthrallment at the sheer wealth o f  the great oil and other 
energy corporations continues to colour the blandishments o f a particular brand o f  arts reviewer today. Shell 
continue to generate headlines for their often controversial patronage o f  the arts, for instance their ongoing 
occasional sponsorship o f  shows at the National Theatre. See for instance Sussanna Rustin, ‘Shell targeted by 
musical protest at South Bank concert,’ The Guardian, 1 March, 2013. So too the ‘new M edici’ label has not 
disappeared as a piece o f  easy corporate-PR shorthand. See Kate Walsh, ‘Meet the M edicis o f  Modem  
Finance,’ Sunday Times, 17 January, 2010, or Andrew Clark. ‘Thanks a M illion,’ Financial Times, 11 March, 
2008.
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of the Bauhaus, Walter Gropius, who arrived in England in 1934, following the forcible closure o f the 

influential design school by the Nazi administration the previous year.

This exodus o f talent invigorated English art, leading to the salutary broadening of the field of 

the fine arts to include such new forms as commercial posters, industrial art, and interior design. It 

also introduced a new serious-mindedness into the study o f art history in England, particularly 

amongst the circle of academic art-historians associated with the Courtauld, and engendered a series 

of art-historical accounts which stressed England’s position within a Europe-wide account of 

modernism. Pevsner, for instance, argued for a line of descent for modem art which actually begins 

with Morris, though it quickly shifts to the continental centres, to the practitioners o f Art Nouveau in 

Brussels and thence to the radical designers of Bauhaus and De Stijl^'; this closely-observed narrative 

o f continental influences would supersede Bell’s and Fry’s more capacious and inexact, and in many 

ways mystical, proclamations of an English Byzantium. The list of exhibitions mounted in a single 

year -  1934 -  provides an illuminating perspective upon these changing priorities: the Exhibition o f  

Contemporary Industrial Design in the Home at Borland Hall, featuring the pioneering work of the 

Finnish designer Alvar Aalto; the Shell-Mex exhibition mentioned above; even an exhibition of Art in 

Industry organised by the Royal Academy at Burlington House. But it must be remembered that the 

public-spirited democratising discourses which arose out o f this confluence of factors were on at least 

one level engineered to appeal to those with the sole means to sponsor the arts in a period of 

unprecedented individual poverty: those who controlled the new international reservoirs of corporate 

wealth. In pursuit of this elusive resource, commentators o f the period undertook to reconfigure the 

economic status of the arts.

It is in this context that the new enthusiasm for architectural radicalism must be understood. 

Architecture had by the mid-1930s become, in many ways, the paradigmatic artistic form of the 

decade: public-spirited, conscientious, scientific, internationalist in scope, utterly political, and 

requiring large-scale support by the increasingly conglomerated and corporatised industrial economy, 

or by a state expanded exponentially in the course of two decades. It is not surprising under these

See Nikolaus Pevsner’s influential revision o f  the art-historical narrative in Pioneers o f  Modern Design: From 
William M orris to Walter Gropius (1936; London: Penguin, 1960).
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circumstances to find the most vital artistic debates of the day happening through the locus o f the 

architectural press, rather than those of literature or painting. The Architectural Review  had been in 

circulation since 1896, when it was founded as an Arts and Crafts-inspired resource for the discussion 

o f architecture, archaeology, art, and craft: it was, as was proclaimed proudly in 1900, ‘the only 

magazine in the British Empire dealing with the artistic, as distinguished from the business side, of 

architecture.’^̂  It was under the editorship of Hubert de Cronin Hastings, however, from 1927 to 

1937, that the journal became a vehicle of progressive pro-modemist campaigning, and emerged as 

the pre-eminent journal of advanced opinion, a home for debate about the nature o f modernism, and a 

vehicle for the dissemination o f the International Style championed by Gropius, Frank Lloyd Wright, 

and probably the most influential architectural critic of the twentieth century, Le Corbusier. And it is, 

typically enough, in The Architectural Review itself that Lewis culminates his challenge to the 

developing modernist consensus.

Before proceeding to this difficult, thorny text, however, it will be necessary to make plain the 

limits o f this architectural ‘renaissance.’ In fact, very little architecture in the International Style was 

actually commissioned in England. Far from becoming the architectural or design idiom of the 

decade, the modernism o f Le Corbusier and others was met with predictable resistance, and 

considerable scorn, from the artistic establishment. Andrew Higgott goes so far as to categorise the 

1930s as a period o f architectural imaginings, rather than architecture proper: it is significant for its 

‘expressions of utopia,’ rather than for what few buildings in the new international or modernist style 

architects managed to build.^^ In Higgott’s account, the 1930s were a period o f polemic and 

blueprint. For Lewis, with a rather less sanguinary figurative flourish, it is an occasional elaborate 

cocktail party in an otherwise empty hotel, presided over by Mr Read, ‘who writes book after book 

about what is being done in this wonderful new world that is not t h e r e . M o r e  damning than either of 

these accounts is that outlined in a 1934 issue of The Architectural Review. The opening editorial of 

the first issue o f that year is dedicated to a survey of ‘the Edwardians.’ According to the unnamed

See the front cover o f  the very first edition o f  The Architectural Review {\9QQ).
Andrew Higgott, M ediating Modernism: Architectural Cultures in Britain (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 35.
There is a rich irony in Lewis’s criticism o f Read on the point o f  his utopianism, writing for ‘a world that is 

not there,’ considering Lew is’s own confessed uses o f  the same critical strategy elsewhere. WLoA, p. 326.
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contributor, the origins of the current architectural stasis are to be sought in the fact that so many o f 

the most prominent architects o f the Edwardian era (and the writer is specific, citing ‘the tradition o f 

Brydon, Colcutt, Henry T. Hare, Norman Shaw and Ernest George and Yates’) remain the most 

prominent architects -  or firms -  of 1934.

What has happened, if it is not unkind to say so, is that the nineteen-five men and their 

satellites do not dare to let go the reins. They have held them while one generation 

was wiped out by the war and now despair and unemployment are wiping out 

another.^^

This is a searing indictment of the institutional and cultural inertia o f the era against which the radical 

architects o f the 1930s felt they were struggling -  both those arriving from the continent with pedigree 

in the New Architecture, and the native pool of energetic and ambitious practitioners, few of them 

able to find commissions. This was the stark reality underpinning the bravado and, perhaps, the 

desperation of writers like Connolly. Underemployed, undervalued, the artists and architects of the 

1930s had little choice but to appeal for support from whatever sources were available, no matter how 

compromising. This is what Stephenson glosses as the ‘strategies o f situation’ o f those artists who 

persevered through this economic hardship. And it is to this reality that Lewis addresses the series of 

essays he produced in 1934 on the subjects o f industrial design, architecture, and the machine, at 

which I will look in detail in what follows.

1934: A Return to the Machine Age

It is in 1934, then, that Lewis sets out his most sustained engagement with architecture since The 

Caliph’s Design, culminating in the publication of what he seems to have envisioned as a sort of 

sequel -  that aforementioned challenge to the nascent orthodoxy of advanced architecture, published 

with customary provocation in The Architectural Review -  ‘Plain Home-Builder: Where is Your

Unsigned editorial, ‘Edwardians,’ The Architectural Review  (January 1934), p. 1.
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Vortex?’ As Edwards stresses, it is essential to consider this essay as part o f a ‘series’ of essays 

published in close succession over the course of this prolific year, so closely interrelated are they in 

terms of subject matter, argument, and points o f reference. Lewis dedicates this series o f essays to an 

interrogation o f architectural and design modernisms, underpinned by his unrelenting insistence upon 

the question o f who is to pay for the arts. Hence, often, the question o f patronage seems to supersede 

any issue o f radicalism, experimentation, progressiveness, terms which had become suspect for Lewis 

in any case. A model of the arts emerges from his criticism of this year, I will argue, which very 

clearly illustrates his developing sense of his own profession, and o f the professionalisation of the 

arts. I will go through the most significant of these essays, right up to ‘Plain Home-Builder,’ which 

was the last in the sequence to be published, in November, 1934, before concluding with a review of 

an unpublished essay, ‘The Machine,’ the typescripts of which have been expertly collated by Paul 

Edwards, in which Lewis draws some of his most telling conclusions from the material he has covered 

over the year.

The first article of this series was written in response to criticism, an indication of the largely 

contingent and reactive nature of much of the art critical output to follow during the year. Lewis’s 

long poem, ‘One Way Song,’ had been published the year before, and had been read in some quarters 

as a satire o f the set of poets clustered around W.H. Auden -  what he refers to as ‘the New Signatures 

“cell.”’ Lewis answered his critics on the tenth of January, 1934, in an article entitled ‘Shropshire 

Lads and Robots Again,’ in which he denies any satiric intention, using the suspicion of it as a 

springboard for an investigation o f what he calls a recrudescence of ‘“machine” propaganda’: a 

definite signal o f what were to be the major preoccupations of his critical work for the coming year. 

This revival of ‘Machine-Age-mindedness’ he attributes to the ‘Five-Year Plan,’ to the Soviet 

‘“proletarianisation” o f a formerly ninety-nine per cent peasant population,’ and therefore by

Edwards does not specify which essays belong in this ‘series’ though it seems likely to include, from 1934, 
‘Shropshire Lads or Robots A gain’ {New Britain, 10 January), ‘What is “Difficult” Poetry {The New Statesman 
and Nation, 1 Mar), ‘In Praise o f  Outsiders’ {The New Statesman and Nation, 12 May), ‘“Detachment” and the 
Fictionist {The English Review, October), ‘One picture is More than Enough’ {Time and Tide, 13 October), 
‘Power-Feeling and Machine-Age Art {Time and Tide, 20 October), ‘Art in Industry’ {Time and Tide, 10 
November), ‘Plain Home-Builder: Where is Your Vorticist?’ {The Architectural Review, November), as well as 
one essay published the following year, ‘What is Industrial Art?’ {Commercial Art and Industry, 6 March 1935), 
and the unpublished ‘The Machine.’ See Wyndham Lewis, ‘The Machine,’ ed. by Paul Edwards, 
M odernism/M odernity, 4:2 (April 1997), p. 171.
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extension, in this context, to the new enthusiasm for Soviet socialism in England. Having questioned 

its relevance to a country which ‘has been industrialised for a century,’ he goes on to concede the 

necessity for a modem artist to at least acknowledge the influence of the revolutionised society around 

him, and he commends Auden on his ability to realise this influence though rhythm and ‘word- 

apposition’ rather than ‘mere mention o f rivets, pylons, and driving-belts.’ Lewis’s satire, then, was 

upon the political demand for soviet-style propaganda in English poetry, not upon that poetry itself. 

He argues that the ‘Machine Poets’ do possess a ‘confused and over-political’ programme, but one 

which does not impinge on their poetry, which is, he claims, with what is surely far from 

straightforward praise, far more that o f ‘Shropshire lads’ than ‘Megalipolitan Robots’ {COH, 190-4).

Lewis is setting himself at odds here with those voices which would for many come to 

represent the conscience of the decade: socialist, guilt-ridden, vacillating, angry, lost. Lewis in turn, 

with his pugilistic dogmatism, his erratic certainty, came to seem like a peculiar relic of another era, 

one in which the sort o f critical and artistic ‘detachment’ against which the Auden circle railed was 

still not only possible, but paramount. Lewis’s problem with them is not their poetry, after all, but 

their politics. And, to follow his argument through another essay produced some months later, it was 

not just their politics, but any politics. In ‘What is Difficult Poetry?’ Lewis queries the very notion 

that art should ‘refer’ to anything at all. This is a notion, he argues, arising from a confusion of the 

term ‘meaning’ itself. He begins by tackling the contemporary prejudice in favour of poetic 

difficulty, citing Eliot of course, whose obscurantism he contrasts with the paintings of the Dutch 

school, the favoured subject o f which tend to be ‘an harmonious reflection of a placid and untroubled 

surface’ meaning the same thing ‘a pigeon “means” when it coos.’ Lewis declares in favour o f this 

latter category o f art. For Lewis, Eliot’s (though, interestingly, not Mallarme’s) ‘difficuhy’ fulfils a 

similar ftinction to ‘narrative’ in the detested story-paintings of the Victorians. For Lewis, ‘the 

“meaning” . . . overshadows the composition, regarded as an objective creation.’ The art-work is 

reduced to a cipher, whereas -  and these are curious statements coming from the recent author o f The 

Apes o f  God -  in fact, as regards the ideal work o f art, ‘Its meaning is itse lf {COH, 199).

Lewis is making his contribution to the question of whether or not art ought to be, or could 

help being, political, a debate which seems to have occupied many artists through the 1930s, as the
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Soviet and Nazi regimes demonstrated with devastating clarity the potency of propaganda. Yet here, 

and in the related essay, ‘“Detachment” and the Fictionist,’ Lewis emerge on the side of the liberals, 

in substantial agreement, that is, with a writer like Woolf, who in her essays o f the same period, ‘The 

Leaning Tower’ and the polemic, Three Guineas, is addressing herself to something of the same 

dilemma. Detachment and disinterest remain for Lewis as for W oolf essential prerequisites for the 

creation o f genuine ‘art.’ These are elements of Lewis’s growing affinities with the ideological 

assumptions o f the liberal humanists: o f  the necessary autonomy of the artist, the prioritisation o f the 

individual above the collective, the rejection o f the partisan and the propagandistic, and the need for 

freedom from commercial and political obligations. These new reservations, reservations which 

would have been unaccountable to the utopian arch-disciple of Vorticism, dramatically isolate Lewis 

from those of his peers who are all too ready to commit to political ideologies, artistic causes, and, 

importantly, commissions. So when it comes to his direct interrogation of the discourse of 

architectural modernism, it is its corporate-friendly blankness, its pliability, and the ideological 

vacuum in which it is presented, which troubles Lewis. These concerns come to the fore in the three 

articles he published in Time and Tide later that year, articles which begin to address more explicitly 

the implications of the New Architecture.

In the first of these, ‘One Picture is More Than Enough,’ which appeared in Time and Tide, 

13 Oct, 1934, he tackles obliquely the plight of the painter in a world in which modernist architecture, 

with its prioritisation of minimalism, has eroded the market for pictures. He uses as evidence one 

stray sentence from the Daily Chronicle, produced only seven days earlier:

The modem trend in interior decoration in Paris today is towards extreme simplicity: 

elimination o f all superfluous detail, and concentration, after the Japanese ideal, on 

one objet d ’art of great beauty, be it picture or statue.

He proceeds to dismiss the analogy with Japan, and to focus instead on that last clause, arguing on its 

basis that work by living artists is being eclipsed by the trend of modernist design. This is a curious 

argument, close to nonsensical on its own terms, when by 1934 the impact of modernist design had
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barely infiltrated any but a tiny subsection o f the popular imagination. But what Lewis is doing here 

is, I would argue, something more figurative. As he puts it, he is attempting to intuit what sort of 

vision of the future is being conveyed through the prism of modernist architecture and design. For 

Lewis, this fijture, of ‘streamlined’ houses, containing the mass-produced plywood furniture o f the 

Finnish school, is dangerously lacking in artistry, content instead with what he calls ‘ocean-liner 

effects and clinical effects’ {COH, 233). This is furniture designed for a world populated by what he 

describes as ‘a sort of bastardised half-class of half-proleterianised nobodies’ {COH, 235).

Curiously, however, it is Paul Nash who he goes on to single out as the culprit o f the piece, 

for his readiness to provide that ‘solitary picture of great beauty, a rather grim perspective of trees . . . 

It is not very “advanced” -  it is quite harmless and just “advanced” enough for Mr Modem to accept it 

along with the chromium-plated writing desk. ’ He is referring, as he makes explicit later on, to one 

painting in particular. Wood on the Downs, painted in 1929. Nash’s work is, for Lewis, a kind of 

anodyne pastiche of ‘advanced’ art: he criticises it as obsolete on aesthetic grounds -  ‘far more 

suitable for the art nouveau settings o f forty years ago, than for the London Scene dominated by Mr 

Hore-Belisha,’^̂  but his real scorn is directed at what he sees as Nash’s compliance in the reduction of 

art to a sort of chic decorative addition to ‘any truly “modem” home, from Oban to Pevensey.’ This 

might be the scom of the rarefied for the commercial artist, but again, I think Lewis is touching upon 

a point of real currency here. He is challenging the increasingly commodified modernist ideal 

exemplified in for instance the black and white photographs of sleek glass and concrete homes 

designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier in The Architectural Review, a sequence o f heavily 

stylised images of elegant modemist interiors which constitute a separate artistic phenomenon in their 

own right. For Lewis this sort o f fetishisation is symptomatic o f an ethical morass into which, he 

indicates, the new radical arts, and the New Architecture, are in danger of descending. This is an 

argument he will make more explicitly as the series progresses.

Leslie Hore-Belisha was the Minister responsible for the Road Traffic Act o f  1934, which saw the 
introduction, across London, o f  the first o f  the now-familiar pedestrian crossings, renamed ‘belisha beacons’ by 
the public in his honour. For another interesting correlation between Lewis and W oolf, see W o o lf s 
impressionistic essay o f  the same year, ‘Walter Sickert: A Conversation,’ in which an imagined discussion about 
modem art is prompted by the contemplation o f  another traffic innovation, the three-coloured traffic light. 
Virginia W oolf, Walter Sickert: A Conversation (London: Hogarth Press, 1934).
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In so doing he will articulate a series o f contradictory statements. He describes the new 

modernism in architecture is a ‘cold conflagration’ heralding the return o f the machine-aesthetic of 

the pre-war period, which he now claims, in spite of his Vorticist credentials, to have opposed. He 

argues instead that ‘there is no reason why the inhabitants of England, who have been machine- 

minded for a hundred years, should go to school again and start at the bottom of the class, as it were -  

intoning the Marxist ABC of machine-mindedness as if they had never seen a driving-belt or a piston 

before in their lives! ’ This might seem at first a straightforward opposition to the design work o f the 

international modernists, yet he complicates this in what follows, for this is work, he goes on to argue, 

which should be welcomed for its radicalism, its retum to the lapsed energies o f the pre-war avant- 

garde, and hence of course to the example of the Vorticists. He is on tricky terrain here, as he seems 

to realise, claiming that he is simply engaged in some ‘salutary sabotage,’ a rather unsatisfying 

resolution. More fruitfully, perhaps, he claims, in what seems a surprisingly Ruskinite formulation, 

that he has not set out to criticise the radical work of the international modernists, but to ask o f it, 

‘ What nextl And what sort of people are supposed to live among such objects?’

‘Power-Feeling and Machine-Age Alt’ appeared in the following issue, 20 October, and 

developed upon the material of the previous week, elucidating Lewis’s opposition to what he saw as 

the cult of the machine in the poetry o f the Auden circle and the ‘crude precision . . .  o f the average 

“modernist” design.’ He makes in the course of this argument a very telling statement:

Wherever precision takes the form of slickness -  or o f machine-finish -  it can safely 

be asserted that it is in some way contradictory to the principles that have always 

governed the productions o f the artistic consciousness. That an absence of 

symmetry, or the absence of the, as it were, ruled straight line, have usually, though 

not always, characterised the art o f all peoples, is undeniable. On the other hand, 

very great precision, and often hardness and sharpness of limiting edge, and a 

geometric accuracy o f design, has characterised a great deal of art, from that o f the 

Greek Vase to that o f the Solomon Island canoe, is equally certain (COH, 239).
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This is a dense, opaque line of argument. But what Lewis is grappling after is some way to square 

what has been a life-long commitment to the anti-human and abstract in the art of his particular 

idealised eastern civilisations, with a suspicion that the work of the international style is obeisant, in 

its neutral streamlined architectonics, to the forces of a corporatised society, to its ideals of ‘progress,’ 

and to its compliance with the mechanisms of ‘power.’ In the streamlined geometries o f modernist 

architecture, then, he sees the influence of the same propaganda o f the machine as that being 

disseminated in Soviet Russia, resulting in the construction o f monstrous cities like Magnetogorsk, a 

mania of ‘machine-age-mindedness,’ to which so many of his contemporaries are dangerously 

enthralled. So his architectural criticism feeds into his ongoing critique o f the seemingly credulous 

idealisation o f the Soviet Union at this time.

This is incisive and probing material, but it must also have come as something of a surprise to 

any attentive reader of Lewis’s work. In many ways, the artistic consensus of the era is much closer 

to that o f The Caliph’s Design: pro-industrial, committed to an abstract or architectural idea of art, 

public instead of private, ‘masculinist’ in bias, intemational in scope, and opposed to the domestic 

introspection of Bloomsbury. This is the period in which Le Corbusier’s Vers Une Architecture -  and 

later his Urbanisme -  were translated by the erstwhile Vorticist Frederick Etchells.^* A reversal of the 

thinking which had predominated the artistic field for so long, something to which an earlier Lewis 

might have been expected to assent. As Edwards notes. The Caliph's Design was the fruit of ‘a brief 

period [during which] Lewis seems fully at one with the most advanced innovators and theorists of 

Modernism,’ mirroring the radical contemporary work of Sant’Elia, Taut and Le Corbusier (TCsD, 

149-50). In it, Lewis had called for the marriage o f the artist and the engineer in the construction of a 

public-spirited architecture, standardised in aesthetic. Lewis could have been calling for the 

Intemational Style: his desire to see a new, centrally planned, machine-age caliphate replace the 

muddle of modem London is a radical vision to match that o f Gropius or Le Corbusier. But the Lewis

Interestingly, Vers Une Architecture was translated as Toward a New Architecture, rather than the literal -  
and in a way more ambitious -  ‘Toward an Architecture.’ (John Goodman rectified this transgression with his 
2007 re-translation.) Etchells is possibly demonstrating his antecedents, and his association with the Pound and 
Lewis of 1914, in his preoccupation with novelty. Likewise his translation of Urbanisme was entitled, with 
even less respect for the original. The City o f Tomorrow and its Planning. The latter has not since been re
translated.
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of the 1930s was a very different thinker than the Lewis of the 1910s, a fact made most plain in the 

last essay o f the sequence published in this prolific year.

‘Plain Home-Builder: Where is Your Vortex?’ was published in The Architectural Review, 

November, 1934, its title explicitly recalling that by-then largely forgotten architectural pamphlet of 

1919. In it, Lewis repeats many o f the motifs of the essay sequence already mentioned, but in doing 

so within the ambit o f The Architectural Review, these formulations gain an immediate provocative 

currency. This essay has been controversial for Lewis commentators, for its failure -  more, as 

indicated by the title, its refusal -  to reiterate the earlier radical positions outlined in The Caliph's 

Design. The essay begins with a restatement of his earlier quibble: that the interiors of the homes of 

the new architectural modernists are unsuitable to the hanging o f paintings, unless it be the corporate- 

friendly blandness o f Paul Nash. He does not develop this argument at this stage. Instead, his 

intention in this essay, he goes on, is to provide for the ‘plain home-builder’ (brother to the ‘plain 

gallery-goer’ and ‘plain reader’) to whom the New Architecture is a source of bafflement, some 

explanation o f its origins. To do so, he will, he says, ‘telescope into a few words’ the battle between 

Victorian natural science and religion, the outcome of which he concludes is that ‘the Christian 

religion did not disappear’ but that the religious temperament survives in a strain o f asceticism in 

science and the arts, a sense o f the insignificance and worthlessness o f man. Hence the purism of the 

contemporary movement in art and architecture is paralleled with the ethics of Puritanism. This 

devaluation of the individual is something about which Lewis seems ambivalent, on the one hand he 

sees as a factor in the rush toward further, and yet more disastrous and diabolical, wars.’ Yet on the 

other hand he believes that ‘the non-human principle -  so characteristic o f the art of Asia, in contrast 

to that o f Europe -  promises a finer standard of art’ (COH, 250-3).

This is a restatement o f a central tension which has run through all of Lewis’s critical work 

from the late 1920s on, between the dual commitments to the non-human in art, and to the human in 

ethics. And it is a tension which the New Architecture fails to resolve. For Lewis, international 

modernism is bound up with the culture of inequality then prevailing in England: of want in the midst 

of plenty. As things stand, the ‘ideal home' is the home of a ‘particularly puritanic athlete o f robotic 

tastes, with an itch for the rigours o f the anchorite, and a sentimental passion for metal as opposed to
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wood . . .  [a] spoilt child of the Machine Age.’ These ‘average’ home-builders -  these ‘half- 

proletarianised nobodies’ -  are, Lewis says, merely the embryos o f a more ‘ideal’ human type. And 

the houses currently being designed by architects like Le Corbusier, or in England Berthold Lubetkin, 

or the architectural firm, O ’Connell, Ward and Lucas, are for Lewis variations on ‘a doll’s house for a 

sports-girl robot’: they have been designed for these robots, not for the more realised human beings he 

hopes will follow. As such, he argues, ‘you must not take these spotless polar models of the “ideal” 

interior too seriously . . . [these] puritanical planes and prudish cubes.’ Instead, it is to the more 

realised, evolved individuals to come that his essay is addressed, advising them to ‘clutter’ the bare 

lines of the anti-humanist shell, to cover it with paintings {COH, 255-6).

This is at heart a humanist resolution, and his reference in this essay to Irving Babbitt’s 

recently published Humanism is I think an interesting indication of his changing priorities. Though 

ostensibly he is arguing here about a perceived design flaw, his objections to the International Style 

signal his evolution into a more humanist, liberal politics. In so doing he is arguing for the 

individualised, the private, in an age o f increasing mechanisation, rationalisation, and corporate 

control. These convictions place him at odds with the prevailing collectivism of the time, and instead 

in line with some of the more liberal-humanist strands o f contemporary English thought, and in the 

surprisingly eminent companionship of a number of conservative Establishment critics, an unexpected 

affinity which, as I shall argue in what follows, can be understood to account for his confused 

interactions with the Royal Academy in the later 1930s. Notwithstanding which, Lewis’s is a point of 

real political and artistic import. This is not simply the reactionary criticism it has on occasion been 

branded. For it is precisely on the issue o f its inhumanity that the International Style, and its 

increasingly ‘brutalist’ successors, have since come in for particular criticism.

‘The Machine’ and the Destiny of the Mass

What Lewis is exploring across this year-long sequence o f essays is a dilemma with which he 

struggled throughout his life: between a radical utopian vision of the future, and a pragmatic humanist 

interrogation of the conditions of the present. His clearest and most telling formulation of this
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dilemma is framed, however, in the draft of an essay he did not publish, ‘The Machine.’ Two copies 

of this article exist, one a typescript at Buffalo, the second a carbon o f the same typescript at Cornell: 

h is however to Paul Edwards’s accomplished synthesis of these two drafts that I shall refer, collated 

and presented as one o f four newly uncovered essays by Wyndham Lewis in a special 1997 Lewis 

issue of Modernism/Modemity. Edwards dates it to ‘1934 or 1935,’ and in some ways it reads like a 

capstone or culmination o f the body of critical work investigated above. In it, he addresses himself 

from the outset to precisely the dilemma I have identified:

If we confine ourselves to things of which we have ocular evidence -  excluding all 

modes o f life or art that might come about, or that should come about, or that might 

have been, or should have been -  then no argument is possible, I think, when those 

two modes are contrasted -  the human mode and the non-human mode. The human 

modes are the better and brighter.

This is a surprisingly frank concession, though it is of course qualified by a number of 

characteristically enormous caveats. He goes on to rule out o f his current consideration any 

indulgence in utopia, discounting the Vorticist city of The Caliph's Design as ‘a city o f Ifs and Ans' 

[sic].'’

In what follows, however, he continues to make use o f this metaphor o f city-building, 

comparing in particular Venice and Manhattan, as examples of human and non-human art. The 

builders of Venice interacted and struggled with the natural environment, while the builders o f 

Manhattan treated ‘the accidental dispositions of nature’ as no more than a ‘socket’ upon which to lay 

out their ‘unadulterated stark geometry.’ And though, as Lewis admits, it ‘pains’ him to admit it, 

Venice is the more triumphant creation, a city on a human scale, rather than the enlarged grotesquery 

o f the city of the ‘Machine Age.’ What Manhattan represents to Lewis is the vulgarisation o f art by 

the ascendancy o f the machine: ‘When it [the machine] reproduces the Mona Lisa, or Van Gogh’s 

Postman ten thousand times it is doubtful if  that is an improvement.’ As he goes on to make clear,

39 Wyndham Lewis, ‘The Machine,’ ed. by Paul Edwards, M odernism/Modernity, 4:2, p. 172.
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this is not simply an aesthetic judgement. The glorification of the machine has ‘coincided with the 

notion of the supersession o f the Individual by the Mass. Perhaps the destiny of the Machine is 

involved with the destiny o f the Mass?’"*® And the art o f the ‘Mass’ is for Lewis a degraded art, an art 

of deterioration. Architecture is, he argues, the only art that has any life left in it at all. The cinema is 

active, but is in Lewis’s opinion merely a tool for the propagation of new social doctrines, very much 

an opiate or device for generating consent. It represents precisely that triumph of the second-rate, and 

the disintegration of standards, for which Lewis blames the advent o f the machine. Again, his 

motivation is not solely or narrowly artistic. In what is a surprising departure in the last paragraph of 

his unfinished typescript Lewis makes reference to ‘the conquest o f the Redskin by the European 

colonist,’ a subjugation which ‘was not the conquest of a lower type by a higher . . . [but] the triumph 

of the rifle . . . May not the Machine play a similar role, destructive o f all value and human 

significance, in the field of art that is has in the field of politics.’'" This is a familiar formulation of 

Lewis’s, that human invention is non-progressive, deployed here however in support of a new politics 

of humanism, in both the artistic and ethical spheres.

This illustrates, as I have argued, a significant development of Lewis’s cultural politics. The 

discrepancy between the anti-humanism of his 1920s fiction and polemic, and a later, more humanist 

position, is one which other critics have attempted to narrate in different ways. Hugh Kenner noted, 

in his pioneering 1954 study of Lewis, the gradual shift in Lewis’s treatment of character in fiction, 

from the early marionettes o f The Wild Body through to the more rounded human beings o f his later 

novels, figures which emerge, he argues, from ‘the far side of nihilism.’''̂  Alan Munton has more 

recently traced a trajectory through Lewis’s politics in terms of a dichotomy between centralism and 

decentralism, between Marx, as he puts it, and Proudhon.''^ For Munton, Lewis constantly vacillates 

between these two political positions, emerging finally, by the end o f the 1930s, in consonance with 

the decentralist ‘left wing’ position of Proudhon -  the early theorist o f anarchism. Andrzej G^siorek 

connects these two analyses, agreeing with Kenner to situate their resolution in the publication, in

'"’ ibid., p. 173.
Ibid., p. 174.
Hugh Kenner, Wyndham Lewis (London: Methuen, 1954), p. 118.
Alan Munton, ‘Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler (and back): the Strange Political Journey o f  

Wyndham Lewis,’ E-rea  [online], 4:2 (2006) (http://erea.revues.org/22Q: accessed 20 April, 2013).
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1937, o f The Revenge fo r  Love^^ I argue, however, that the evolution is less simple than, what 

Munton calls it, a progression o f ‘left-right-left,’ and that elements o f Lewis’s new humanism are in 

fact related to his interest in Hitlerite fascism. What’s more, it must be dated in fact to the immediate 

aftermath of publication of The Art o f  Being Ruled. Certainly by 1934, the repercussions o f this 

political evolution are in evidence in his art criticism, and their manifestation is by no means 

theoretically straightforward or ideologically left-wing.

From his early championing o f the aesthetics of the machine, he has moved to a more 

sceptical position, no longer willing, as famously Marinetti in his pre-war heyday had been willing, to 

contemplate the razing o f Venice. Instead Lewis is surprisingly solicitous of the achievements o f the 

post-renaissance humanist tradition in painting, and dubious of the ethics and artistic value of mass- 

production. He has, as evidenced by the remarkable body of art criticism he produced over this single 

year, undergone a considerable change in artistic allegiances, a critical evolution which must, I would 

argue, be read alongside his hard-won but increasingly nuanced understanding of the professional and 

institutional realities o f the art world which governed and enabled the production of painting between 

the wars. In this chapter I have examined this development as it manifested itself in Lewis’s criticism 

of the 1930s, but it must be remembered that this criticism was being elaborated in tandem with 

Lewis’s professional experience o f the institutions which govern, support, and in some cases arguably 

impede, the production o f art in England. As is to be expected, the influence of the institutional 

landscape upon Lewis’s art-writing is increasingly in evidence over the course of this difficult decade. 

Conversely, his engagement with the institutional bodies then in power, and his speculations upon 

their potential evolution, are conditioned by his committed intellectual inquiry into the ethics of 

supporting the arts. It is his professional dialogue with the distributive, regulatory, and 

commissioning bodies with power over the art world of the 1930s, and the ways in which this 

dialogue intersected with his critical and philosophical writing on art, which will form the substance 

o f the next chapter. In particular I will look at Lewis with respects to what amount to three case 

studies: of the Royal Academy, o f the BBC, and of the Arts Council of Great Britain.

Andrzej G^siorek, ‘“Jujitsu for the Governed”?: Wyndham Lewis and the Problem o f  Power,’ Wyndham 
Lewis Annual, 8 (2001), pp. 37-40.
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Chapter Five 

Lewis and the Institutions

Up until the 1930s, Lewis’s interactions with the institutions of the English art world had been 

relatively minimal. He had attended the Slade from 1899 to 1901, when he was finally expelled for 

smoking in the corridors: he had not been a diligent or much-favoured student.' By the time of the 

war, his position had changed. With the support of the somewhat eccentric art-buyer Captain Guy 

Baker he was recruited by P.G. Konody as an artist for the Canadian War Memorials Fund: he agreed 

to paint a picture incorporating howitzers, and produced his acclaimed A Battery Shelled in 1919.^ 

Aside from these rather transitory relationships, however, Lewis did not receive, or, for that matter, 

seek, any institutional support through the 1910s and 1920s. He relied for income on the usually lean 

earnings he made through his writing, some commissions for portraits, and the piecemeal patronage of 

figures like John Quinn, Sydney Schiff, the Wadsworths and Dick Wyndham. These were private and 

unsystematic resources, which allowed him to fashion the isolated self-image he seems to have in 

many ways desired, though, as I have explored in the previous chapter, his reasons for resisting any 

‘association’ with his peers may have had other more personal psychological roots. Be that as it may, 

he certainly capitalised upon what may have been a personal predisposition in his professional life, 

playing with evident relish the self-appointed role o f the non-aligned and uncompromising ‘Enemy,’ 

the ‘lonely old volcano of the right,’ in Auden’s memorable phrase.^

' Spencer Gore wrote in 1902: ‘So bitterly do the authorities of the Slade dislike Lewis that anyone going in for 
a prize or Scholarship is apparently first questioned and his former life examined to find out “whether he is a 
friend o f Lewis.” Seems to me that this is nearly as good for him as being great friends with them, as they must 
have a very high opinion o f him to consider him dangerous.’ See Paul O’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius: A Life of 
Wyndham Lewis, p. 38.
 ̂The plan, devised by Lord Beaverbrook, was to commission paintings by eminent British army artists, and 

after the war to build a memorial buildings to house them: amongst the other artists represented were a number 
o f Lewis’s fellow-Vorticists and other associates, including Nevinson, Bomberg, Wadsworth, Roberts, Gilman, 
Ginner and Augustus John.
 ̂W. H. Auden, ‘Letter to Lord Byron,’ in W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice, Letters from Iceland (London: 

Faber, 1937), p. 233.

218



Yet by the 1930s isolation was no longer, for Lewis, as for anyone else, an option. The art- 

buying public who had fuelled the late-1920s boom had precipitously vanished. His books, skirting 

the increasingly marginal and unsavoury political fringes of the British, and worse, the European, 

right, were more and more difficult to place. And while he continued to receive support from the 

Waterhouses he had, with The Apes o f  God and Men Without Art, alienated almost any other potential 

patrons, either by direct attack or indirectly by his sweeping denunciations o f a degenerate art world. 

Facing such challenging obstacles, he had little option but to engage with those few institutions with 

means to support the visual arts. In this hardly auspicious environment he entered upon his first and 

only professional interaction with the Royal Academy in 1938. More encouraging was his 

relationship with the BBC, through the offices of A.J. Ackerley as Head of Talks for the BBC and 

then editor of the BBC’s house journal, The Listener. Through Ackerley, Lewis entered upon a 

relationship which was to provide him with opportunities -  if not as a painter, then as an expert on 

painting, and as an author -  for the rest of his life. During the war, too, while living in Canada in 

some of the most straitened circumstances of his life, he was commissioned by Kenneth Clark to 

produce a painting for the War Artists Advisory Committee. And, though he did not follow the quite 

common route o f lecturing for the Working Men’s Colleges during the 1930s, he did in 1943-4 lecture 

at Windsor College in Ontario.'* Upon his return to England, in a chastened financial situation and in 

ill-health, in 1945, he launched, as art critic for The Listener, a series o f critical attacks upon the 

operations o f some of the major institutions then governing the institutional landscape for English 

artists: the Contemporary Art Society, the Chantrey Bequest, and the Arts Council o f Great Britain.

To address all o f these institutional relationships and critiques will be beyond the scope o f this 

thesis. Instead I will look closely at a small selection of the most significant amongst them: the Royal 

Academy, the BBC, and the Arts Council. My aim, following on from the previous chapter in which I 

reviewed in a broad sense the parameters of the cultural terrain of visual arts patronage in the 1930s, 

is to proceed to a more in-depth analysis of Lewis’s tangled relations with some o f the specific 

institutional realities o f the interwar art world, leading up to a final examination o f Lewis’s position in

* H is lecture notes from his tenure at W indsor have only recently begun to attract critical attention from  
scholars, am ongst them som e with an interest in L ew is’s unhappy sentim ents about Canada, and his relationship  
with his attentive pupil, Marshall McLuhan.

219



the ahered England which emerged out o f the experience of the Second World War. In this new 

cultural context, official state-patronage of the arts had become, instead of the subterranean and 

elusive scattering o f scant resources which characterised the earlier twentieth century, a proud reality. 

In a radically changed political atmosphere, there was a new readiness to accept an increased role for 

the state, in the fianding o f the arts as well as in organised healthcare and social welfare. I will argue 

that the groundwork for this shift had been laid during the 1930s, by figures like John Maynard 

Keynes, but also -  though of course less influentially -  by Lewis. The triumph of the professional 

ideal in the aftermath of the Second World War was of course tempered and shaped by those writers, 

artists, and critics who had worked through the interwar years and had, by the late 1940s, themselves 

become a new ‘advanced’ establishment, an establishment to the values of which Lewis remained, as I 

will demonstrate, a determined scourge.

These momentous developments had real practical ramifications for the artists of the time. 

Increasingly, as the decade progresses, Lewis directs his art criticism to these practical exigencies and 

questions, rather than the theoretical abstractions of the 1920s. In what follows I will analyse the 

specifics of this increasingly pragmatic interrogation, in light o f what I have identified as Lewis’s 

increasingly liberal-humanist ethical perspective, his retreat from the anti-humanism o f The Man o f  

the World, and the consequently increasingly nuanced model of professionalism at the heart of his 

critical enterprise. My analysis will take the form of what are in effect three case studies, focussing 

on each of these three institutions in turn. Subsidiary to this, I will be examining Lewis in connection 

with three significant and in some way representative figures. Sir Reginald Blomfield (RA and 

President o f the Royal Institute of British Architects), John Reith (Managing Director of the BBC), 

and Keynes (first Chairman of the Arts Council of Great Britain). I will look firstly at Lewis’s 

relations with the Royal Academy, that long-standing bastion of the establishment, and site of 

probably the most confusing of the many minor scandals in which Lewis found himself (whether 

knowingly or not) embroiled. In particular I will conduct a comparative analysis o f Lewis’s 1930s 

writing on design and architecture with that o f Blomfield, an architect and critic who was central to 

the life of the Academy at this time. In so doing, I will contextualise Lewis in relation to the artistic 

conservatism of the Academicians with which his critical positions seem sometimes in such close
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accord. As I will argue, this accord is superficial in nature only. I will trace Lewis’s purported 

‘reactionary’ manoeuvres during the 1930s, and thereby demonstrate the shortcomings o f this model 

for a genuine understanding of Lewis’s intellectual development at this time.

Secondly, I will look at Lewis’s more fruitful interactions with the fledgling BBC through the 

1930s, first as a contributor to radio talk series and debates, and later, after the war, as commissioned 

author and regular art critic for The Listener. As aforementioned, this was amongst Lewis’s only 

successful institutional relationships. He had been uncomfortable as the recipient o f what felt like 

philanthropic charity from individual ‘patrons’ like John Quinn, Sidney Schiff, and Edward 

Wadsworth -  though the patronage of the Waterhouses was, as already noted, more graciously 

accepted. What the BBC was able to offer him, however, was a source of occasional and importantly 

impersonal support, based unquestionably upon his merit as an artist and his standing as a public 

figure. After the war this support became much more substantial, but during the 1930s, through the 

offices of that important promoter of the arts, A.J. Ackerley, the BBC provided a paid platform for 

Lewis to engage in public debate, in an environment dedicated entirely to the maintenance of high 

artistic standards, and to a model of ‘high’ culture which was, according to many contemporary 

critics, not least Lewis himself, increasingly threatened by mass and popular cultures. More than this, 

however, the BBC served as a model for how a corporate body might be constituted so as most 

effectively to support the production, and foster the reception, of the arts. I will at this point draw 

some further parallels between Lewis and Keynes, who also wrote on the BBC, commending 

precisely those aspects of its operational structure that Lewis had identified as praiseworthy, and 

going on to adopt a strikingly similar operational model for his own venture into the arena o f arts 

funding, when, toward the end of the war, he was involved in designing what was to become the Arts 

Council o f Great Britain.

Lewis’s relationship with this last, extremely novel, institution during the last decade o f his 

life will be the subject of my third case study -  for, as I will argue, the Arts Council can be understood 

to represent a pinnacle of the professional project in England. Lewis, however, oppositional as 

always, refuses to place the establishment of the Arts Council within the rosy consensual narrative of 

the ‘progress’ o f the arts. And his argument against the Arts Council, articulated in one o f his articles
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for The Listener in 1949, is a complex and far-reading one. For, in his reflections upon what he sees 

as the failure of the Arts Council to provide any kind of meaningful support to living visual artists, 

Lewis effectively articulates some of the fundamental critical advantages of his professional position. 

I will read his critique as the triumphal elucidation o f the alternative model of professionalism to 

which Lewis has been committed from the outset. Eschewing his earlier utopian hyperbole, Lewis 

here makes the case for a more transparent, more meritocratic, system o f organised state-patronage o f 

the visual arts, than that represented by the Arts Council. In so doing he pinpoints a number of flaws 

in the constitution of the Council which would be echoed decades later, when criticism of the Council 

in the 1970s gained real traction. I will argue that Lewis is capable of making these criticisms 

because he has spent so long thinking against the cultural conventions of the society in which he 

works. Lewis seems peculiarly immune to the prestige of the professions: his professionalism, rather 

than being rooted in the medieval and aristocratic cultures of the ‘old professions’ like Law and 

Medicine, is of a much more rationalised and ultimately more ethical calibre than that of his 

contemporaries. It was not until almost the end o f his life that these intellectual qualities were 

elucidated, but read closely, they provide a key for reading the whole body of his work, and portray, 

as against the malicious reactionary figure o f some received accounts, a very different Wyndham 

Lewis.

Lewis and the Royal Academy

No examination of the infrastmcture of arts patronage in England in the early twentieth century could 

ignore the presence o f the Royal Academy. The prestige and support offered by the Academy to its 

members were at that time unparalleled. The institution itself, and the individual Academicians who 

represented it, had to loom large on the perspective o f other artists working in England. Yet 

surprisingly little scholarship has been addressed to the twentieth-century Academy. It continues to 

be generally treated -  as many critics and artists during, in particular, the interwar period treated it -
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as obsolete/ a fact which perhaps attests to the continued obeisance of scholars of twentieth century 

culture to the narratives of modernism. In what follows, I will examine in particular Wyndham 

Lewis’s interactions with the Academy on a practical level, contextualising his scorn for the Academy 

and its artists within a wider discourse of innovation and obsolescence. I will then trace the specific 

correlations between his criticism and that of an architect and Academician with whom he might have 

had some, albeit limited, affinities. Sir Reginald Blomfield. Before doing so, however, I will have to 

address and attempt some explanation of the fact that in 1938, Lewis submitted a large portrait o f T.S. 

Eliot to the Academy’s Hanging Committee,

This is surprising as, to speak broadly, the Academy had been pretty unanimously vilified by 

modernist painters and art critics from almost the beginning o f the twentieth century. Virginia Woolf, 

for instance, attacked the Academy’s annual summer exhibition in 1919 in a long review-piece of 

elaborate irony, beginning with a pointed description of the motorcars, and well-dressed visitors, 

assembling at the steps of Burlington House. She then makes the seemingly innocuous claim: ‘The 

point of a good Academy picture is that you can search the canvas for ten minutes or so and still be 

doubtful whether you have extracted the whole meaning.’ Until the conclusion of the essay it is 

unclear what level of ironic distance is being implied, but in the final paragraph, W oolf comes clean:

Mr Sargent was the last straw. Suddenly the great rooms rang like a parrot-house 

with the intolerable vociferations of gaudy and brainless birds. How they shrieked 

and gibbered! How they danced and sidled! Honour, patriotism, chastity, wealth, 

success, importance, position, patronage, power -  their cries rang and echoed from 

all quarters.*

 ̂ For instance in Janet Minihan’s The Nationalisation o f  Culture, the Academy remains a notable absence.
There has been one institutional history o f  the Academy published in the last decade: James Fenton, School o f  
Genius: A H istory o f  the Royal Academ y o f  Arts (London: Royal Academy Publications, 2006). And some 
valuable revisionist work has been undertaken by David Peters Corbett. See the final chapter o f  his 1997 study 
o f the art o f  interwar England: David Peters Corbett. The Modernity o f  English Art, 7 9 /4 - i0 ,p p . 194-216. But 
there remains a great amount to be done.
* The Essays o f  Virginia Woolf, ed. by Andrew McNeillie and Stuart N. Clark, 5 vols (London: Hogarth Press, 
1986-2009), Vol 3 (1991), p. 93. The example o f  Ruskin must be recalled here: his annual Notes on Some o f  the 
Principal Pictures Exhibited in the Rooms o f  Royal Academy, more coinm only known simply as Academ y Notes 
(1855-59, 1865), were a series o f  reviews o f  the summer exhibitions at Burlington House which set an important 
early precedent for open public criticism o f the Academy’s output.
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With which, she flees. The Academy represents to Woolf, as to those two art critics whose influence 

upon her art criticism is clear, Roger Fry and Clive Bell, a hidebound repository of artistic 

conservatism. They write as champions o f the largely abstract Post-Impressionist movement of 

course, seeking to replace the narrative tradition in nineteenth-century painting with a revised canon 

predicated on the idea of pure form. Added to which, their attitude to the Academy must surely be 

read in conjunction with the post-war disillusionment felt toward any perceived establishment 

cultures, though of course the battle lines had been drawn earlier, in 1910, at the Grafton Galleries.

Lewis himself had consistently attacked the Academy, blasting it in 1914, calling for its 

abolition in 1919, and in an essay in the Sunday Express on the 30 April, 1922, attacking the ‘Worse- 

Than-Ever Academy’ from the vantage point, he claims, o f ‘an outraged traditionalist’:

For one who has so much liking and respect for the great traditions of art as I have, it 

is impossible to say anything but scomfiil things about this monstrous market of 

painting. The pictures found in the Royal Academy bear no resemblance to anything 

that has ever been understood as great or serious art. The decay o f taste in the 

pictorial standards that it displays is unexampled (COH, 83).

David Peters Corbett, in the revisionist study already mentioned, argues that between 1920 and 1926, 

with Charles Sims as Keeper and very partial ‘modernist,’ the Academy did make some concessions 

to modernity, incorporating some of the techniques o f more avant-garde artists, and adopting as 

members some of the luminaries of the New English Art Club, like Augustus John, William Orpen, 

and George Clausen. These concessions to the age are pounced upon by an aggressively mistrustful 

Lewis: ‘The “modem note” that obtrudes everywhere is most depressing. As you could not wear 

crepe de Chine with much success at the North Pole, so there is not much likelihood of “modem” 

work being, in such surroundings, anything but a dishonest or fashionable pretence’ {COH, 85). 

These gestures toward ‘modernity’ are insufficient for Lewis, as for most contemporary
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commentators/ The reaction against the Academy proceeded unchecked. Throughout the first three- 

quarters o f the twentieth century, the Academy came to seem increasingly not only irrelevant but 

detrimental to the health o f the arts in England. This growing divide between the Academicians and 

the developing modernist orthodoxy culminated in then-President Sir Alfred Munning’s famous 

drunken speech in which he attacked the ‘School of Paris,’ and cursed Picasso.* In his study o f the 

Academy, Fenton refers to the period from the 1920s through to the 1960s as the ‘nadir’ o f what had 

been for much if its existence a prosperous and influential institution.

The Academy was established in 1768, by a group o f enterprising artists who had been 

working together in a series of private academy structures for some time before applying for a royal 

seal.’ This royal patronage consisted of a temporary guarantee against loss (an unnecessary provision, 

given the Academy’s immediate profitability), after which support became nominal only. Initially, 

allowance was made for forty members, amongst them a President and a salaried Treasurer, who 

would collectively manage the Academy. Sir Joshua Reynolds was nominated its first President, Sir 

William Chambers its Treasurer. The core of the organisation has from the outset been its school, at 

which, up until the 1970s, places were offered free of charge to talented young painters. These 

painters did not however graduate into the academy: membership remained restricted to the very 

established, usually much older, elite. The centrepiece of their operations has from the outset been 

their summer exhibition, a unique opportunity for living artists to display, and to sell -  without 

commission -  their work. This exhibition was likewise delivered up until the 1970s without public 

funding. In the early twentieth century it was not unusual for the Academy to receive tens of 

thousands o f submissions every year. They would then nominate a hanging committee to select a

 ̂Elsewhere, Lewis hints at some complicity between the art o f  this half-heartedly ‘m odem ’ vanguard o f  the 
Academy and that o f  the Surrealists. In ‘Super-Nature Versus Super-Real,’ he lays out what he sees as the 
reality o f  a world in which revolutionary art is expiring, before addressing some imagined objections; ‘ “But 
surrealism -  that is a very advanced movement, is it not?” you may demur. “That is still with us.” Yes, but that 
is anti-movement. That is merely the road back (via “advanced” subject-matter) to the portals o f  Burlington 
House and Mr Russell Flint. (The late Mr Glyn Philpot, R. A., actually went half-way to meet it, hat in hand.)’ 
WLoA, p. 307.
* James Fenton, School o f  Genius: A H istory o f  the Royal Academy o f  Arts, pp. 266-9.
’ Ibid., pp. 89-97.
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fraction of those to be exhibited.'® Right through until the latter part of the century, the Academy 

operated as a private self-governing institution, run on the proceeds of its exhibition entrance fee and 

its investments, and was proud to proclaim its ‘independence.’

But this ‘independence’ has since been called into doubt. In his consideration of the 

controversial sale of a cartoon by Leonardo Da Vinci from the Academy’s collection in 1962, rather 

than request treasury or other official aid, Fenton interrogates this ‘vaunted independence’:

What was the independence o f the Academy? . . . The financial independence that 

Wheeler so cherished had depended, since 1868, on a peppercorn rent o f Burlington 

House from the government: £1 a year for 999 years. Political independence, 

whatever that might have meant, had never remotely been an issue. The symbolism 

o f the Annual Dinners, as it had become codified over the years, involved devoted 

recognition of the Monarchy, the Government o f the day, the Armed Forces and the 

Established Church . . . [One] might well think of the Academy as a coercive rather 

than a freedom-loving body -  and, as we have seen, that is indeed the line many 

artists took.“

Nicholas Pearson even argues that, due to its support from the crown, the Royal Academy can be 

counted amongst the earliest examples of a quango (quasi-autonomous non-govemment organisation) 

in England, certainly the first, by almost two centuries, dedicated to the arts.’̂  Be that as it may, the 

institution was invested in a rhetoric of independence, and did cover most of its own costs. What this 

actually meant was that the more or less nominal patronage o f the British crown became in effect an 

endorsement of monopoly. For those outside the Academy, what’s more, its operational structure, 

consisting of a limited number of self-appointed life-long members, might be construed as a formula

For instance, in the year that Lewis submitted his canvas, 1938, there were a total o f  11,221 works by non
members submitted, o f  which only 1,271 were ultimately hung. See Paul O ’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius, p.
380.
'' James Fenton, School o f  Genius: A H istory o f  the Royal Academy o f  Arts, p. 280 

Pearson’s argument is a delicate one, predicated upon the overlaps between crown and state in British 
parliamentar>' politics. This is not a customary approach to the subject, or to the Royal Academy. Nicholas 
Pearson, The State and the Visual Arts (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1982), pp. 8-10.
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for conservatism. The Academy could be seen (and certainly was seen by the modernist critics) as 

institutionally prone to inertia.

This does not, however, explain the new outpouring of venom for the Academy which took 

place in the early part of the twentieth century. After all, the operational structure o f the Academy 

had not changed. Instead it was the position of younger artists outside the Academy which had 

altered. Robert Jensen has described the Europe-wide emergence of a new professionalised but 

unaffiliated band o f usually avant-garde artists during the latter part of the nineteenth century, what 

has been elsewhere termed an ‘artist-proletariat.’ These artists, trained in one o f the growing number 

of art schools, then let loose upon a market over-stocked with suppliers, without state regulation or 

support, were easily radicalised in England, where the majority of them were neglected by the self- 

electing, self-preserving, and normative Academy, the membership-based favouritism of which came 

to be seen as a rearguard perpetuation of increasingly hidebound traditions.'^ The Royal Academy is 

a classic example o f one o f those ‘gatekeeper’ institutions, referred to earlier, against which all the re

organising professions had to struggle in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The art o f the 

modernists was opposed not only to the t>pe of art being produced by Academicians, but to the 

economic infrastructure which underpinned it; a structure embedded with the notion o f the painter as 

patronised ward o f the aristocracy, o f royalty, and of the political establishment. The Academy was 

intricately cormected with these bodies, committed to a class-based concept o f prestige which was 

anathema to the professionalist ideal. As such, I would argue, resistance to the Academy must be 

seen as part of the project of artistic professionalisation. The in some ways still essentially 

eighteenth-century Academy was one bound up in class, taste, and ‘prestige,’ a body which in a 

professionalising twentieth century stood only to lose its currency. Hence perhaps the sheer contempt

Robert Jensen, M arketing Modernism in Fin-de-Siecle Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 
pp. 18-45. For usage o f  the term ‘artist-proletariat,’ see Jeffrey Taylor’s (forthcoming) study o f  the central- 
European avant-garde, to be published by Helena History Press. This idea o f  an ‘artist-proletariat’ is not new  
however. The term occurs in English as early as 1935 at least, in a book commissioned by Faber and Faber 
from Walter Gropius, and translated by P. Morton Shand, to explain the history and artistic principles o f  the 
Bauhaus to the English public. In Gropius’s case, however, the term is used to describe all those ‘Fine Art’ 
graduates with skill ‘o f  that amateurish studio-bred order which is innocent o f  realities like technical progress 
and commercial demand’ and are as a result ‘foredoomed to starvation.’ Walter Gropius, The New Architecture 
and the Bauhaus, transl. by P. Morton Shand (1935; Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1965), p. 61.
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with which the criticisms of writers like Lewis and W oolf are imbued: these are the strategic 

manoeuvres of writers committed in one way or another to the professionalisation o f the arts.

As an artist, of course, Lewis was the more interested party with respects to the Royal 

Academy, and his criticisms are consequently the more scathing. His contempt for the ‘cloven hoof 

of the bom Royal Academician’ far exceeds W oolfs more calculated derision {COH, 83). Such 

virulent criticism makes the events o f 1938 only the more baffling. On the 28 March, 1938, the 

Selection Committee for the RA’s Summer Exhibition met to consider that year’s batch o f works 

submitted by non-members -  a batch that included Lewis’s Portrait ofT.S. Eliot [Figure 5]. This was, 

according to Lewis, the first time he had ever submitted a picture to the Academy: he never explained 

his motivation. It was, predictably enough, rejected, and its rejection prompted a minor press 

controversy in which Lewis did not seem at all loathe to participate. The ensuing controversy and 

subsequent theories as to why the portrait was rejected'*’ have to some extent eclipsed the arguably 

more important question of why he submitted it in the first place. Paul Edwards believes it was 

submitted ‘in what seems a mood of desperate flippancy’ (COH, 20). It could be read, on the one 

hand, as a straightforward bid for respectability. But on the other, and in the absence of any 

explanation from Lewis, it has more generally been understood as a ruse on Lewis’s part, calculated 

precisely to generate a press furore. Even Lewis’s recent biographer Paul O’Keeffe seems to endorse 

this reading. Yet the facts o f the case might be interpreted in other ways too, as I will argue.

That Lewis savoured the very public controversy does not seem to be in doubt. The only 

extant film footage of Lewis is in fact a short newsreel clip from this period, in which he is standing 

against the backdrop of the rejected canvas, proclaiming the ‘orthodox’ nature of his painting, which 

‘naturally . . . does not conform to the atrocious silliness of the Royal Academy,’'̂  a statement which

Peter Campbell has recently argued, rather unconvincingly, that the portrait was rejected on grounds o f  
indecency. See Peter Campbell, ‘At the Portrait Gallery,’ London Review o f  Books, 30: 17 (11 September,
2008). (www.lrb.co.uk/v30/nl7/peter-camDbeliyat-the-national-portrait-gallerv: accessed 18 November, 2013.) 
Paul Edwards pointed out, in rejoinder, that no such suggestion was ever voiced at the time. He considers two 
alternative justifications for the refusal: on the one hand, a reporter for the Star  saw in the inclusion o f  the light 
green scroll a symbolic flourish considered unsuited to a standard portraiture, while on the other hand, a 
spokesman from the Academy argued simply that ‘it was not so good as others that were passed.’ See Paul 
Edwards, ‘Letter to the Editor,’ London Review o f  Books, 30:19 (9 October, 2008). 
(www.lrb.co.uk/v30/nl9/letters: accessed 18 November, 2013.)

The short newsreel is available to view online, at www. youtube .com/watch? v=q-JRv A Y 7s7 w : accessed 18 
November, 2013.

228



echoes his earher appropriation of the position of the ‘outraged traditionahst.’ Elsewhere, however, 

he went further: in the Daily Herald, he was reported as describing the Academy as ‘a disgusting 

bazaar in which every sort o f fiUh is accumulated every year.’'  ̂ His responses were also reported the 

following day in the Daily Mail and the Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, and the following week 

he actually attended the exhibition at Burlington House as a once-off star reviewer with a press pass 

from the Mail, his subsequent review was unsurprisingly vitriolic:

This year’s Royal Academy is no better and no worse than any other I have seen.

Indeed, one has the sensation that it is the same exhibition one saw last time . . . Out 

of 1,587 exhibits, I am able to pass 32 as f i t . . . They would all go comfortably into 

Gallery One. The remaining Galleries could be used as dance halls; as reading and 

rest rooms; lecture rooms, or skating rinks. The bar should be a permanent feature of 

these displays, instead of merely there to refresh the labour o f the art critics. I could 

never have written this without the timely refreshment offered me by the RA {COH,

275).

Lewis’s glee in this savaging of the Academy is undeniable. To add to the fiirore, in protest at the 

rejection, on 23 April, Augustus John submitted his resignation from the Academy, making public his 

support o f Lewis and his belief that the rejection was ‘an inept act on the part o f the Academy. A 

picture by a person o f Mr Lewis’s eminence should have been unquestionably exhibited.’ He was the 

subject of numerous speakers’ jokes at the Academy’s Annual Banquet at Huddersfield on the 30 

April, broadcast live on the BBC, including -  in a very obvious example o f the establishment’s 

closing ranks -  Winston Churchill’s dismissal of ‘experiment,’ o f ‘highmettled palfreys prancing and 

pawing, sniffing, snorting, foaming, and occasionally kicking, and shying at every puddle they see,’ a 

pointed snub from a respected Parliamentarian which put a fairly conclusive end to the controversy.

The Daily H erald  ran this interview with the headline: ‘AC.\DEM Y CALLED A FILTH BAZAAR.’ Paul 
O ’Keeffe, Some Sort o f  Genius: A Life ofWyndham Lewis, p. 381.

Ibid., pp.384-6.
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However, if it were in fact the case that Lewis intended to stoke controversy, his EHot portrait 

would seem a curious choice for his purposes. A quite traditional portrait executed with what the 

Daily Telegraph and Morning Post called ‘Ingres-like proficiency o f draughtsmanship,’'* it is, in the 

view of many critics, the most accomplished of his paintings to have survived. Given the 

membership, since 1929, o f a figure like Augustus John, he might perhaps have expected his 

submission to be given at the very least a sympathetic view. After all he could hardly any longer 

claim to be part o f the avant-garde. His writing through the 1930s on art had secured for him the 

reputation o f an apostate: he was consistent in his denigration o f almost all British artists who might 

have been described as radical or advanced. In this light, his approach to the Academy might be 

understood as a genuine bid for some recognition within the establishment. Even if so, however, it is 

important not to overstate the very limited nature of Lewis’s conciliations, if such they were.

To understand Lewis’s position in this, it is necessary to keep in mind his commentaries on 

the proliferation of ‘generational’ narratives during the interwar period. For Lewis, the many 

generational ‘rifts’ -  between Georgians and Edwardians, between ‘modems’ and ‘materialists,’ 

between Rebecca West and her ‘uncles,’ or between the Sitwells and Sir George -  were nefarious 

fabrications. In particular he returns recurrently to the ‘cult o f the child’ outlined in The Art o f  Being 

Ruled, which he comes to see increasingly as a stratagem to infantalise the radical artist. By placing 

the artist in a familial model, the possibility o f ‘revolution’ becomes simply the rebellious spirit of the 

naughty child. In place o f this model of the artist as ‘enfant terrible,’ Lewis formulates instead his 

model of the ‘Lion’: ageless, timeless, pointedly masculine. In this context his Portrait ofT.S. Eliot 

could in fact be read as a demonstration o f one ‘Lion’ beholding another. Eliot is portrayed in what 

had become Lewis’s idiosyncratic portrait style: over-delineated detail, flattened perspectives, almost 

hyper-realistic in effect. Yet it is clearly and conventionally a portrait in the received tradition. Eliot 

wears in the portrait a suit and tie, the outfit o f the modem professional, unmarked by any national or 

class-characteristics: he seems in some ways an almost idealised figure o f detachment: this the Eliot 

who had negotiated a sensitive line between the English establishment and the radical threads of 

Bloomsbury, the Leavises, the Audenites, to emerge as the leading poet and critic of the day. Seen in 

Ibid., p. 381.
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this light, as Paul Edwards has observed, the portrait might almost be an illustration of Lewis’s own 

evolving professional aspirations.'^ It could be argued that Lewis aimed to occupy as a painter and art 

critic some similarly all-parties position to Eliot’s as poet and critic o f literature. Certainly, Lewis’s 

cautious portrait bears some trace, I would argue, of Eliot’s scrupulous professional tactics, and an 

interesting study might be undertaken of Lewis’s development vis-a-vis that o f Eliot at this time.

I intend, however, to look at Lewis in relation to a figure who is more firmly a part of the 

establishment, to gauge the complicated overlaps and contradictions in Lewis’s relations with the 

Royal Academy. Sir Reginald Blomfield, RA, was a successful architect, operating since the 1880s, 

who had by the 1930s been President of the Royal Institute of British Architects (1912-14), and very 

nearly President o f the Royal Academy too, only that the prejudice o f the day discriminated against 

the idea of two successive architects holding the position. Blomfield was most famously the chief 

architect of the reconstruction o f Regent Street between 1912 and 1928, a civic building project which 

came in for a good share of modernist scorn: Lewis, in The Caliph's Design, refers to it as a ‘third- 

rate comic spectacle.’ Blomfield was an artist of the British establishment, a Royal Academician 

working in neo-Georgian styles, commissioned to design new country houses and build extensions for 

old ones, as well as designing a number of memorials and public buildings; his was exactly the sort of 

historical pastiche against which so many of the modernist critics reacted. But Blomfield was a critic 

himself, and in 1934 -  the same year that Lewis is mounting his assault on the international style -  he 

responded to the radicalism of the modernists and with a book of controversial polemic, 

Modernismus.

Modernismus is a diatribe against the New Architecture by a custodian of the old. In it, 

Blomfield sets out, in composed and urbane prose, to attack what he sees as the rot which has set in 

across the arts -  literature, painting, sculpture, though his particular aim is to rescue the ‘noble art’ of 

architecture from ‘degradation.’ This degradation he sees as the result o f a post-war ‘loss o f standards

Paul Edwards notes, in his analysis o f  this portrait, that it is simultaneously an emulation o f  Eliot as a semi- 
officialised establishment figure, and also a careful pictorial criticism o f  a figure ‘stranded between his official, 
slightly dandified self-preservation . . . and the world o f  his imagination.’ Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: 
Painter and Writer, p. 468.
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of value in literature and the arts.’̂ ° The New Architecture, rather than continuing the traditions of 

the old, is happy simply to shock the public: ‘the architect is to be a purveyor of thrills for the 

onlooker; apparently he is to follow the notorious example of the cubists, the vorticists, and the non

representative painters -  anything to startle.’̂ ' This is, as he sees it, part o f a process he calls ‘the 

boosting of the present . . .  the assiduous industry of our critics and our dealers in advertising the 

latest fad in painting, sculpture, or architecture, on no ground that I can find, except that nobody has 

ever seen anything like it before.’̂  ̂ Modernism is, he argues, a ‘destructive’ phenomenon: an assault 

on what, to many of us, is a spiritual background of inestimable value [which] should not be allowed 

to pass unchallenged.’^̂  This challenge is founded on an idea o f beauty, and becomes an almost- 

mysticised battle between Platonic order and the disorder of the modernists. But it is the nature of this 

‘disorder’ that really gives him away: the New Architecture, he argues, has set itself up as ‘the one 

and only gospel of artistic salvation,’ one founded, as he revealingly puts it, ‘in the quicksands of 

bolshevism.’

This is a book of open -  though not, it must be said, sadly, rare -  chauvinistic patriotism. It is 

also predicated upon a number of the same arguments as Lewis’s critiques of the new radicalism of 

the 1930s. At one point, in dismissing the continental vogue for Le Corbusier, he makes the dry 

retort: ‘It is forgotten that, unlike those countries in which the new movement is most popular, ours is 

a very old c i v i l i s a t i o n . R u s s i a  is mentioned specifically, though his choice o f the Germanised 

‘modemismus’ is also indicative, pointing to the origins o f the New Architecture in Northern Europe, 

as well as presumably to a perceived instinct for order and regularity in northern Europe which he 

opposes to the healthy individualism o f the English.^^ This resort to the venerable old age of English 

civilisation, as against the tumultuous immaturity of the Soviet Union, is a telling echo of Lewis’s 

contempt for the ‘ABC of Marxism,’ and is an indication of some o f the shared ideological terrain

Sir Reginald Blomfield, M odemismus (London: Macmillan, 1934), p. 1.
Ibid., p. 6.
Ibid.,p. 111.
Ibid., p. 85.
Ibid., p. 53.
He argues instead for a League o f  Nations approach to the arts, in which all countries pursue their own 

peculiar idiosyncratic style, a style we can presume would very likely resemble that o f  him self and those 
contemporaries he cites with approval, such as Philip Webb and Norman Shaw, designer o f  New Scotland Yard, 
whose memoir Blomfield was to produce a few years later.
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between the two wiiters. Both are trenchantly opposed to Soviet-style communism, and see in the 

streamlined ‘gospel’ of the new architects’ consensus a covertly collectivist principle, one which 

poses in both cases a threat to some idea of ‘o r d e r . B l o m f i e l d  finds it easier to appeal to the 

antiquity o f English culture to support his argument, certainly, than Lewis, but both have recourse to 

some idea o f classicism as their counterweight to these perceived forces of ‘disintegration.’

It is through the fault-line of this shared classicism that the parallels, and disjunctions, 

between Lewis and Blomfield can be most illuminatingly traced. For, much like Lewis, Blomfield 

grounds his critique in an idea o f artistic value. Blomfield quotes from Herbert Read, who sees the art 

o f the modernists as ‘not much a revolution but rather a break-up . . . [whose] character is 

c a t a s t r o p h i c . T h e  New Architecture represents for Blomfield an attack upon any common standard 

of value, offering in its place a mechanised industrial substitute. As he admits: ‘I cannot conceive

anything more dull and uninteresting than a dead level of standardised architecture, and a culture

28organised on mechanical lines is a contradiction in terms.’ These two keywords -  standardisation, 

mechanisation -  recur again and again in Modeniismus, and reveal Blomfield’s debt to the romantic 

conceptualisation of the arts articulated by Schiller, amongst others, to which 1 have already referred. 

For Blomfield, the arts are supposed to be the last refuge from these modem malaises. This is 

precisely the shifting terrain upon which so many of the slippages of Lewis’s criticism are foimded.

If there are some considerable overlaps between the two writers, however, it is just as 

important to stress their divergences. Blomfield addresses his polemic to the ‘man in the street’ 

urging him to stand up to the ‘fashionable nonsense’ of modernism; Lewis speaks to the ‘plain home

builder.’ But, as Lewis makes clear, his ‘plain home-builder’ is not an average or everyman ‘plain 

home-builder.’ It is fundamental to an understanding of Lewis’s position that his interest is utopian 

rather than conservative. Blomfield’s ‘spiritual heritage,’ and his investment in the Platonic ideal of 

‘beauty,’ would have been anathema to Lewis. Examined closely, his classicism is o f a very different 

brand to Blomfield’s; for, while his argument is rooted in the idealisation o f the art o f the Sung

It is surely noteworthy that Blomfield should refer to the New Architecture here as a ‘gospel,’ given L ew is’s 
similar focus upon the purism o f  the modernists and their roots in the Puritanism o f  northern Europe.

Ibid., p. 62.
Ibid., p. 82.
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dynasty, and is in many ways structurally similar to Blomfield’s, it is nevertheless distinguished from 

Blomfield’s by what we might call a species o f ultra-radicalism: put simply, for Lewis, the New 

Architecture does not go far enough. Lewis visualises a new ‘type’ of ‘plain home-builder,’ a more 

engaged, intellectually active citizen: it is to the specifications of this denizen of utopia, he argues, 

that the architecture o f the future must be built. Instead the New Architecture is happily complicit 

with the commercialisation of contemporary society, bound up in the luxury market of millionaire 

clients and corporate commissions.^^ It is hard to see how it could be otherwise, given the absolute 

lack of any state or other official support for the New Architecture, but that does not excuse what 

Lewis sees as the lamentable pliancy of modernism, its ready commodification, a forsaking o f the 

positive utopian agenda which had characterised the avant-garde experiments upon which, he argues, 

the new modernism in design and architecture is based. Lewis has no quarrel with the aesthetic of the 

International Style, then; it is against its ethics -  or lack of them -  that he makes his assault.

Lewis has been criticised for reneging on his earlier Corbusien zeal, but for Lewis it is the 

New Architects who have reneged. In framing this argument, I believe, Lewis is continuing to recede 

from his earlier industrialist vision, the brutalised mechanical nightmares of The Art o f  Being Ruled 

and The Caliph’s Design. I would argue that Lewis has intuited what took many of his 

contemporaries much longer to realise: that the autonomy of the individual ‘home-builder,’ as well as 

the individual artist, was threatened by the heroisation of the engineer. This is the fundamental 

danger o f the architectural blueprint: state- or corporate-sponsored art very easily loses its autonomy. 

In a corporatised artistic landscape, the engineer can very readily replace the artist. In the utopian 

logic of the 1930s, o f course, artistic autonomy was expendable: Le Corbusier’s La Ville Radieuse, 

translated into English in 1933, begins with a dedication to ‘Authority’:

I shall tell you who the despot is you are waiting for. The despot is the Plan. The

correct, realistic, exact plan, the one that will provide your solution once the problem

The art-deco Shell-Mex House on the Strand was one notable example o f  the N ew  Architecture in England. 
Otherwise, private domestic commissions, for houses like High and Over in Amersham, and rare public 
buildings like the De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill-on-Sea were closer to the international style which would only 
gradually gain favour in Britain. For an account o f  the evolution o f  architectural style at this period, see the 
chapter on ‘Architecture and Design: 1930-1940’ in Dennis Farr, English Art, 1870-1940, pp. 298-324.
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has been posited clearly, in its entirety, in its indispensible harmony . . . and this plan 

is your despot; a tyrant, a tribune o f the people [which will] overcome the opposition 

o f private interest, thrust aside outwom customs, rescind out-moded regulations, and 

create its own authority.^®

The conflation o f  state power with an abstract obeisance to ‘efficiency’ and the plan, alongside an 

open indifference to tyranny, make this a rather chilling paean. And it is precisely against this anti

humanist rhetoric, this equanimity toward the well-being or autonom y o f  the individual -  an 

equanim ity which, it must be remembered, Lewis had previously shared -  that he is now reacting. 

This is what differentiates Lew is’s critique from that of someone like Blomfield. Lew is’s is a much 

more sophisticated, much more interrogative argument. And the reason, I would argue, that Lewis 

was able so deftly to pick apart the implications o f the architectural argument o f  the 1930s is because 

it is one which, in 1919, he had written h im self

W hat this signals is Lew is’s evolution into a more humanist, liberal professionalism, 

surprisingly in line w ith that o f  the Bloomsbur>' intellectuals. This is not an observation Lewis would 

have savoured, but in theoretical terms he had by the 1930s travelled to a point much closer on the 

political and philosophic spectrum to that o f  his ‘enemies.’ He is no longer on the side o f  the machine 

against the rural idyll, on the side o f  the north against the south. He has instead arrived at a carefully 

hum anised m odernism, w hich must represent the resolution o f the tension which has been at the heart 

o f Lew is’s philosophy: a com mitment to the anti-humanist in art, alongside an increasingly strident 

ethical belief in the human. This em brace o f a more traditionally English professionalism  is nowhere 

clearer than in the aforem entioned BBC televised debate, broadcast in late-1938, in which, in the 

afterm ath o f the Academ y controversy, he is pitted against Sir Reginald Blomfield. I will now 

proceed to examine this debate in more detail, using it to gauge the extent o f  Lew is’s shift in political 

opinion over the decade, and to define his position with more precision in relation to the complex 

professional networks o f  the contem porary art world. Ha\ ing looked at the substance o f  the debate, I 

will go on to consider the terms o f its production, and to investigate Lew is’s relationship with, and

Quoted in Andrew Higgott, M ediating Modernism: Architectural Cultures in Britain, p. 64.
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attitude to, the BBC, another signally important institution in the support o f culture and the arts during 

the 1930s, for it is ultimately in the BBC that Lewis sees the best hope for the artist in a decade o f 

widespread hostility and both official and unofficial neglect.

Lewis and the BBC

On 23 May, 1938, the BBC aired a televised debate in which Lewis was one of four participants. 

Chaired by Sir William Rothenstein, one o f Lewis’s few allies and a defender of his reputation before 

and after this death, the talk saw two opposing factions speak about contemporary art. Lewis joined 

Geoffrey Grigson to speak ‘for Modem Art,’ while against them were set two Royal Academicians, 

Blomfield and the muralist Alfred Kingsley Lawrence, speaking ‘for the Traditionalists.’ Each 

speaker chose two works as springboards for their argument: Lewis chose a still life by Braque and a 

stone figure by Henry Moore. He was pitted against Blomfield, who chose a still life by Frank 

Brangwyn and the statue of Cromwell, by Hamo Thomycroft, which stands in the space between 

Parliament Square and Westminster Hall. In the defence and critique of each of these works, the 

interesting parallels between these two thinkers are very quickly negated: immediately they adopt the 

customary roles of revolutionary artist and conservative Academician. This debate, it must be 

remembered, follows on very soon after the controversy surrounding Lewis’s rejection by the 

Academy, which was very probably its inspiration. Already the battle lines had been redrawn for 

Lewis, between himself as radical and Blomfield as reactionary artist and critic.

Lewis opened the discussion with his case for Braque’s still life, which he had chosen, he 

said, ‘a little at hazard,’ a ‘standard revolutionary picture’ as he called it, and a ‘modest little 

scribble’: hardly the sort o f forthright and unambiguous rhetoric called for to win a debate with the 

seasoned Blomfield. Yet he continues, justifying his use o f the term ‘scribble’:

A clumsy signature often has more style than a copybook one impeccably executed, 

so this ramshackle note in oils -  for it is only a note -  has more style about it than it
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would have if  that dish o f fruit were less wobbly -  that knife more suggestive of a 

steel utensil.

His is a curious strategy here, both as the basis for an argument about the merits o f modem art, and as 

the observations o f a painter previously known for his commitment to the ‘hard carapace,’ the 

externalities, o f  the painted subject. The scribble, the signature: these are, I would argue, further 

indication of his evolving humanist ideal. In fact, these terms might have come straight from the 

mouth o f Roger Fry; for they are precisely those aspects of the work o f the Omega Workshops, for 

instance, which Lewis had previously criticised -  the wobble, the clumsiness, the lack of 

functionality. Lewis’s argument here sounds distinctly akin to a defence o f the amateur.

They proceed to discuss Brangwyn’s still life, which looks, says Lewis, ‘like an 

advertisement from a Victorian cookery book,’ displaying none of that ‘sensitiveness to shape, that 

high organisation o f form which gives the Chinese and Japanese artists, for instance, so great an 

advantage over the artists of the West, and which makes the dry little assemblage of roughly scribbled 

objects in the Braque so much more satisfactory.’ Blomficld is characteristically pugilistic, attacking 

Lewis’s minor mistakes as to the subject matter of his choice of artworks, and dismissing not only the 

statue in question but the work of Henry Moore overall as -  in a phrase presumably unintentionally 

reminiscent o f Lewis’s own 1927 critique of Gertrude Stein -  ‘these polished and rounded lumps of 

stone . . . [which] might mean to me either a woman with no clothes on or they might mean a suet 

dumpling.’ '̂ Blomfield was o f course never other than happily anti-modemist as both architect and 

art critic. But Lewis’s manoeuvrings here are interesting, joining his long-held conviction as to the 

superiority o f Asian art with a new assertion of the value of the ‘scribble’ -  further evidence, if 

evidence is needed, o f the distance Lewis has travelled from the geometric architectonics o f Vorticism 

and the pro-Ford hyper-industrial rhetoric of The Art o f Being Ruled. It is fitting, moreover, that this 

exposition of his evolving artistic priorities should have been aired as part of a broadcast talk for the 

BBC. For it is in relation to the BBC that Lewis articulates some of his most cogent reflections on the

For a full transcription o f  the debate, see The Listener, 21: 543 (8 June, 1939), pp. 1191-2.
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ethics, and pragmatics, o f patronage; just as it is the BBC that provides Lewis with some of the most 

valuable professional opportunities of the latter part of his life.

Much has been written about the history of the BBC, so in what follows I will do no more 

than very roughly summarise some of the salient historical detail, and then focus upon those aspects 

of its operation most relevant to Lewis during the 1930s.^^ The BBC had been in operation since 

1922, when the British Broadcasting Company was established as a consortium of manufacturers of 

domestic wireless receiving sets, engineered not, as the later British Broadcasting Corporation set out, 

to perform a ‘public service,’ but to act against the commercial monopolisation o f a new market in 

wireless telegraphy, and to prevent the sort of chaotic morass into which the largely unregulated 

broadcasting industry in the US had by 1922 descended. By 1926, however, when the British 

Broadcasting Corporation was formed under Royal Charter (inheriting its predecessor’s broadcasting 

monopoly, plant, staff and Managing Director, John Reith), the remit of the organisation had changed 

significantly, largely at the hands o f Reith, who had very quickly established himself as the de facto  

authority on all fronts of the operation. Reith had been able to assume both executive and 

administrative control of the Company almost without opposition, the original Board of Directors 

having been constituted mainly of eminent public men without any real appetite for the challenges of 

organisation. The Board o f the Corporation provided more substantial resistance, but Reith was able, 

through his manipulation of the ‘span o f control,’ to contest and ultimately to defeat their objections.^^

History has not been kind to Reith. A plethora of hagiographic and biographical material 

about his life has now been produced, including, probably most notably, Reith’s own memoirs and the 

startling, vitriolic diary which prompted a major reassessment of his position in the historical record. 

Leaving aside the by now well-rehearsed topic o f Reith’s character flaws, however, his influence on 

the culture of his time was undeniable. It v/as through his single-minded and paternalistic control of

Asa Briggs’s monumental four-volume history o f  British broadcasting, his subsequent one-volume history o f  
The BBC: The First Fifty Years, as well as a host o f  related writings on the subject, provide an authoritative and 
influential historical account o f  the organisation. Asa Briggs, The BBC: The First Fifty Years (Oxford 
University Press, 1985). The BBC also figures large in two tangential studies, in Janet Minihan’s The 
Nationalisation o f  Culture and in D.L. LeMahieu, A Culture fo r  Democracy: M ass Communication and the 
Cultivated M ind in Britain Between the Wars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). Also o f  significance is the more 
analytical and interrogative approach o f  the institutional historian, Tom Bums, who in 1977 produced a book he 
had spent two decades compiling. The BBC: Public Institution and Private World (London: Macmillan, 1977).

Tom Bums, The BBC: Public Institution and Private World, pp. 21-27.
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the organisation that the great feat of the BBC’s evolution over its first decade and a half -  its 

exponential growth, as well as its singular and crucial support o f the arts, during a period of 

unprecedented scarcity -  was achieved. ‘The shaping of public service broadcasting as an institution, 

and the acceptance by society at large of the form it assumed in Britain is almost entirely the work of 

John Reith.’ '̂* The consequences of the activities of this one individual upon the artistic culture o f his 

time remain incalculable, and it is hence in relation to his private and largely unaccountable policy as 

Managing Director o f the BBC that Lewis’s impressions of the organisation must be understood. 

Probably the most important point to note about Reith’s Directorship is that he bequeathed to the 

organisation and to the country a twofold legacy. The political scope o f the BBC was set within quite 

narrow limits very early on, during the General Strike of 1926. Reith is credited by some with 

winning for the BBC at this time an important degree independence from government control, 

resisting Baldwin’s and Churchill’s demands that he allow them air-time and executive power over 

broadcasting. However, the price he payed was nevertheless a high one: he declared the BBC, in a 

memorandum to Baldwin, unilaterally in favour of the government:

Assuming the BBC is for the people and that the Government is for the people, it 

follows that the BBC must be for the Government in this crisis too.^^

This is a limited and partisan view o f the Corporation’s potential remit which would hamper its news 

coverage, in comparison to that o f the daily press for instance, for decades.^^ It is also an expression 

o f a stance with respects to the Strike which Lewis must have found deeply suspect. However, 

Reith’s impact upon the culture and art o f the period of his tenure at the BBC is unmistakeable, and 

has to be acknowledged as a more positive contribution to the era. As Bums argues, ‘What the Public 

Libraries Acts of the 1890s had already achieved for reading was capped by the BBC [under Reith]; it

Ibid., p. 36.
Ibid., pp. 16-17.
It might be noted that he was at this time in consultation about the Royal Charter which would change the 

Company to the Corporation and establish the BBC as a national institution, and may have been wary o f  
upsetting delicate negotiations with the Baldwin government; but his consequent timidity and concessions on 
the points o f  controversy and political coverage demonstrate what w'as an uninspiring readiness to accede to the 
political establishment.
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reduced virtually to zero the marginal cost to every member of the nation of full access to an 

enormous cultural heritage previously available to a privileged minority.

The BBC was largely admired for this ambition, by a wide cross-section o f the population, 

but it was by no means universally revered. Criticism of the organisation has centred upon precisely 

the nature of this cultural heritage. Keith’s autocratic and restrictive attitude to popular artistic forms, 

and his belief in high artistic and cultural standards, were not unusual for their time, but his 

enforcement o f them led to a paternalistic agenda, and a narrow view of what constituted art, being 

enshrined in the ethos of this unprecedentedly influential national institution.^* On another view, 

however, the BBC was also an important and admirable testing ground for some of the most 

innovative patronage structures for the arts during the 1920s and 30s. Most notable of these 

experiments was the (unfortunately short-lived) arrangement, organised under the auspices of the 

similarly ill-fated Labour cabinet o f 1929-31, whereby the BBC received an increase in its Post Office 

grants which it was to use, in turn, to subsidise broadcast productions of the newly established Covent 

Garden Opera Syndicate -  an agreement approved in June 1931, and denounced as a ‘public 

s c a n d a l . A s  such the BBC was able to lead the way in provision of funding support for art forms 

which were difficult to sustain in the open market. On a more day-to-day level, the organisation 

provided patronage -  through commissions, paid television and radio appearances, and through the 

medium of its weekly newspaper, The Listener -  for a multitude of writers and artists in increasingly 

inhospitable environments. During the 1930s and after his return to England in 1945, Lewis was 

himself the recipient o f crucial support through the BBC, beginning in 1928, when he gave a reading 

from ‘A Soldier of Humour.’ He gave a number of talks on art in the decades that followed, in 

particular while Ackerley was Director o f Talks until 1935, and from 1946-51 he was employed, 

again by Ackerley, by now Literar}' Editor of the BBC’s weekly paper. The Listener, as art critic and

Ibid.,pp.41-2.
These unsavoury connotations were discemed as early as 1936, when Campbell Stephen (independent Labour 

MP for Glasgow) announced that ‘the impression produced on me [by the BBC] is that I am in some slum 
dwelling and listening to some highly superior slum visitor anxious to do something for the improvement o f  
poor people in the s lu m s.. .  The whole concern appears to be run as though it were an instrument o f  the well- 
to-do . . .  It is run very largely by people . . .  who do not know the working class, who do not understand 
working-class poverty, but are seeking, evidently, to mould the working class.’ Janet Minihan, The 
Nationalisation o f  Culture, p. 212.

Ibid., p. 195.
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regular columnist.'*® The other supporter of Lewis in the BBC was Geoffrey Bridson, who arranged 

for the adaptation of The Childermass into a successful radio play in 1951 and subsequently secured 

the £1,000 commission from Harman Grisewood, Controller of the Third Programme, for Lewis to 

complete the trilogy of which The Childermass had only been the first instalment, leading to the 

publication of Monstre Gai and Malign Fiesta in 1955.

This fruitful post-war relationship is unfortunately beyond the scope o f this thesis."" Instead, 

in what follows, I will focus most particularly upon one important essay, commissioned from Lewis 

for the BBC Annual in 1935, on ‘Art and Patronage.’ hi it, Lewis sets out to address the problem of 

patronage faced by artists when ‘every great traditional institution has its back against the wall, 

fighting tooth and nail for survival, itse lf . . . [while] as to the hidividual, he has his back against the 

wall, too, poor devil (or relatively poor devil), with the tax-collector’s fingers on his windpipe. ’ This 

situation o f the individual patron is particularly lamentable, says Lewis, for:

If you were to inquire of the artist -  were you so eccentric, so courteous, as to do 

that -  which sort of patronage would he prefer, that of the State, that of a great 

Corporation, or that of an individual person, nine artists out o f ten would answer 

‘Give me a rich little stockbroker every time!’ Richard Wagner would certainly 

have replied ‘Give me a mad king of Bavaria!’ in preference to, say, the Prussian 

State, or a syndic of Wurttemberg tradesmen. Michelangelo would have plumped 

for even the most cantankerous Pope, as against a committee o f constipated 

bureaucrats, or against institutional patronage.

For a full inventory o f  Lewis’s BBC appearances and contributions to The Listener, see Omar S Pound and 
Philip Grover, Wyndham Lewis: A D escriptive Bibliography (Folkestone: Dawson, 1978), pp.129-35 & 165-9.

The patronage o f  the BBC at this time was crucial for Lewis. Only a week after his last article as columnist 
for The Listener appeared, ‘The Sea-Mists o f  Winter,’ in which he announced his ensuing blindness, Geoffrey 
Bridson approached him with his offer o f  a commission to finish the second two volumes o f  the trilogy o f  which 
The Childermass had been only a first instalment. Alan Munton has. pointed to Lewis’s relationship with the 
Listener as ‘his only institutional relationship’ but it might be viewed productively in light o f  his relations with 
the BBC in general during this period. Alexander Ruch has written well on Lew is’s relationship with the BBC 
and his attitude to corporate patronage, and has been an important point o f  reference for this analysis. See 
Alexander Ruch, “‘The Best in the Worst o f  All Possible Worlds”: Corporate Patronage in Wyndham Lewis’s 
late work.’ Wyndham Lewis and the Cultures ofM odernit}\ pp. 145-161.
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Yet the private philanthropy of the wealthy can no longer be relied upon. Wealth, in the interwar 

period, was being amassed within a new power-structure of corporate and financial elites. According 

to Lewis, the means to provide private patronage have been transferred to the new ‘by-no-means “art- 

loving” paladins of our own Bankers’ Olympus,’ an elite with, he argues, less reason that their 

predecessors to be ‘cultivated,’ and consequently indifferent to ‘intangible, non-commercial, non- 

quantitative values.’ Certainly the market for visual art in the 1930s had been devastated. The 

purchasing power of the tentative new middle-class buyers of the late 1920s had been demolished. He 

blames this on a combination of the ‘materialism o f post-war democracy’ and ‘the “dialectical” 

materialism of the Marxist dictatorship,’ though he is, as I will argue, possibly closer to the mark with 

his earlier reference to the ‘tax-collector’s fingers’ (fVLoA, 297-300). Yet he is not utterly defeatist. 

The collective civic conscience will not, he believes, allow art to disappear altogether, and so he sets 

himself to addressing what sort of art might be salvaged from this debacle, and how.

Lewis lays out what he sees as the two avenues whereby ‘the life of the remnants of a once 

noble race, of mighty craftsmen’ might be preserved: either artists ‘may (like the last survivors o f the 

Redskins) be organised in State reservations, or else be supported (in the manner of the London 

Hospitals) upon voluntary contributions.’ O f these two options he rejects the state out o f hand, and 

proceeds to consider the potential for voluntary or private patronage, including in this category the 

patronage of the new corporate conglomerates, and we can assume here that Lewis is writing in full 

knowledge of, for instance, the important commissions being distributed by Shell-Mex and BP Ltd at 

this time. Lewis shrewdly points to the problem with this kind o f patronage: for the large commercial 

corporations, the sponsorship of the arts is a form of advertisement, an exchange which threatens to 

co-opt the artist into producing ideologically compromising work. Lewis brackets the private 

philanthropy of the new' mega-rich with the corporate sponsorship o f the interests from which their 

money is accrued: in both instances, economic power lies in the hands of the ‘new-rich money- 

masters of the old democratic societies of the west, who have not the same incentives to be 

“cultivated” as had their predecessors: they have not been at any pains to disguise the fact that 

commercial values are the only ones that mean a great deal to them; and that to all these intangible, 

non-commercial, non-quantitative values, resident in everything that can be labelled “art,” they are
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sublimely indifferent’ (WLoA, 297-8). Lewis cannot choose between the two (as he sees it conjoined) 

evils o f corporate sponsorship and private philanthropy, but it is out o f the consideration o f the artist’s 

dilemma that he arrives at his conclusion, the in some ways intermediary example o f the BBC, an 

organisation which he singles out for praise. So long as it resists the control o f ‘the big business 

interests in Films, Books, Theatres’ and does not become ‘a vast vehicle o f Advertisement merely,’ 

the BBC represents for Lewis ‘the best in the worst of all possible worlds for the artist’ (WLoA, 299- 

300).'*^

This is a very reasoned recommendation, as Alexander Ruch notes, that the BBC should use 

its singular position to fund, as well as publicise, original works of art. Ruch does not mention the 

1931 experiment -  perhaps as it belongs in another sphere of the arts -  but this is a very clear instance 

of the BBC fiilfilling that very function, and in so doing prefiguring the work o f another arms-length 

body, supported out of public funds, which would emerge out of the expediencies o f the Second 

World War. CEMA was a wartime phenomenon, an organisation established out o f the funds of the 

Pilgrim Trust with some Treasury support, to spread art to the people. Conceived by the secretary of 

the Pilgrim Trust, Dr Thomas Jones, as a continuation of hi§ ‘Art for the People’ tours of the earlier 

1930s, CEMA was a resolutely democratic enterprise, committed to ensuring access to culture and art 

to the people during a time o f war and privation. Increasingly, however, this remit blurred with a 

commitment to cultivate high standards of excellence in the arts, largely attributable to the 

involvement o f another single-minded and by some accounts autocratic public figure, John Maynard 

Keynes, under whose leadership CEMA became, in the aftermath o f the war, the Arts Council of 

Great Britain. Lewis and Keynes seem to have had little interaction with one another, and as the 

intimate of the Bloomsbury group (and investor in their art) he would have been viewed with 

suspicion by Lewis. Yet their shared interest in the economic underpinning o f the arts -  and in the

C.R.W. Nevinson, the ‘English Futurist’ who had prompted the rift b'Ctween Lewis and Marinetti in 1914, 
wrote an essay for the same series in that year’s BBC Annual, also titled ‘Art and Patronage,’ in which he argued 
on similar lines, though with a rather more straightforwardly anti-popul ist tone: ‘The BBC next year may be 
handed over to commerce and get entirely out o f  control o f men o f  discrimination in the arts; monotony will 
rule; sentimentality will croon and croak . .  . The public, willy-nilly, will be once again compelled to have 
nothing else but “what it wants” . . .  All thinking people . . . realise, in spite o f  the talk o f  art and industry, that 
where commerce, as now constituted, walks in, the artist o f necessity walks out.’ See D.L. LeMahieu, A Culture 
f o r  D em ocracy: Mass Communication and the Cultivated Mind in Britain Between the War, p. 280.
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stabilisation of the position of the artist -  resulted in their exploration of much mutual territory during 

the 1930s, and led them to some interestingly similar conclusions.

Only a year after Lewis’s 1935 essay on ‘Art and Patronage,’ Keynes produced an essay 

(again for Ackerley) to head a series called ‘Art and the State.’ Here Keynes lays out summarily and 

with customary despatch the ‘disastrous’ position of the arts in modem society. He attributes 

responsibility for the arts to the state, inventing historical precedent for a situation which had in reality 

had none. The modem scenario of high taxation and a treasury-funded welfare state, with the arts 

fiinded in the same way as education or health, was still in 1936 almost inconceivable. Even today, 

justifying state-sponsorship o f the arts is an exceptionally difficult line to tread. Keynes does not 

approach the task with much subtlety. Never an accomplished prose stylist, he opens his essay with a 

redundant classical flourish: ‘The ancient world,’ he begins, ‘knew that the public needed circuses as 

well as bread. ’ He cites the religious patronage of Stonehenge and Salisbury Cathedral, and the royal 

patronage extended to Sir Christopher Wren as well as that of Louis XIV and Peter the Great. These 

patronage stmctures, he argues, declined with the advent o f industrialisation;

[T]here commenced in the eighteenth century and reached a climax in the nineteenth a 

new view of the functions o f the state and of society, which still govems us today.

This view was the utilitarian and economic -  one might almost say financial -  ideal, as 

the sole, respectable heresy, perhaps, which has ever gained the ear of a civilised 

people . . .  We have persuaded ourselves that it is positively wicked for the state to 

spend a halfpenny on non-economic purposes. Even education and public health only 

creep in under an economic alias on the ground that they ‘pay.’**̂

He goes on to outline the ‘disastrous’ position of the arts in the same bombastic rhetoric: ‘The 

exploitation and incidental destmction of the divine gift o f the public entertainer by prostituting it to

John Maynard Keynes, ‘Art and the State’ (1936), in The Collected Writings o f  John M aynard Keynes, ed. by 
Elizabeth Johnson and Donald Muggeridge, 30 Vols (London: Macmillan for the Royal Economic Society, 
1971-89), Vol 28: Social, Political and Literary Writings (1982), p. 342.
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the purposes of financial gain is one of the worser crimes o f present-day capitaHsm . . . The position 

today o f artists of all sorts is disastrous.’''̂

This is reminiscent of Lewis’s critique in some senses, though Keynes’s approach here, 

particularly his pseudo-aristocratic revulsion at the ‘prostitution’ o f the arts to financial gain, is far 

less analytical. However, the conclusions he goes on to draw from this premise are more original. 

Again echoing Lewis, he argues that ‘O f the institutions which have grown up since the War, we 

should most of us agree, I think -  in spite of our bickering -  that the BBC is our greatest and most 

successful.’ Its unprecedented position is contrasted with other more direct models of parliamentary 

and royal patronage, ‘an immemorial fiinction of the state, an art of government regarded at most 

times as essential, which we have largely discarded,’ but the revival of which is ‘a source o f strength 

to the authoritarian states o f Russia, Germany and Italy, and a genuine gain to them.’ This is 

surprising, coming from Keynes -  and is certainly reminiscent o f a certain strain in Lewis’s thought -  

but the BBC is praised (in what must be a pointed illustration o f the dangers for the arts under 

authoritarian regimes) for promoting ‘an atmosphere o f openhandedness, o f liberality, of candour, of 

toleration, of experiment, of optimism.

Both Keynes’s and Lewis’s conclusions were o f their time o f course, and as both pieces were 

commissioned by the BBC a certain degree of professional flattery might be expected.'** 

Nevertheless, both lines of argument are consistent with the developing thoughts of both men on the 

future of arts funding, and what is most interesting about their shared conclusion is that the elements 

they single out to praise in the BBC in many ways foreshadow the rise of CEMA and the Arts Council 

of England during the Second World War. Like the BBC, the Arts Council would be a resolutely 

non-commercial entity, funded through the Treasury and as such through the public purse, but at

Ibid., p. 344.
Ibid., p. 345-7.
However an interesting precedent does exist in the witness o f  Beresford Hope before the 1863 Royal 

Commission on the Academy, who argued that there ought to be a more systematic intervention on the part o f  
the state into the field o f  the visual arts than then obtained. He imagined ‘self-elected corporations keeping the 
administration in check . . . Some body . . .  elected by the artists and lovers o f  art. . . independent o f  the 
changes o f  administration and political under-currents.’ With this ‘independent’ body established, he goes on, 
‘There ought to be a department o f  the State [dedicated to the arts]. . . There should be, in short, a Minister or 
Arts and Works.’ This dual model, o f  a minister for the arts and an independent regulatory body, is a surprising 
forecast o f  the Arts Council, with the single (significant) caveat, that members o f  the Arts Council are not and 
have never been ‘elected.’ See Nicholas Pearson, The State and the Visual Arts, pp. 12-13.
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arms-length from the state. Lewis, in his reference to the ‘tax-collector,’ makes clear one of the 

structural assumptions underpirming his thought: that in an increasingly heavily-taxed state, a state in 

which the largesse of the Victorian philanthropists for instance is no longer possible, some 

responsibility for the arts -  as for healthcare, as for education, as for welfare -  must eventually 

devolve upon the state. Keynes never spells this out explicitly, though as an economic architect of the 

sort of state envisioned by Beveridge, and brought about by the post-war Atlee government, it must be 

understood to inform Keynes’s involvement in, and his reflections upon, the arts. Lewis makes the 

point more plainly, in a short article for John O ’London's Weekly in 1938, encouraging the public to 

invest in paintings by living artists, in which he states that any large reservoir of ‘private money is 

really public money, looked at properly’ {COH, 268): a judicious observation of an evolving 

economic principle which would become the ethical basis of the welfare state.

This is an important and unexpected interconnection. The violence and continued acrimony 

of his quarrel with the Bloomsbury group, and the very pointed variance between his aesthetic and 

that of the Bloomsbury painters, has in many ways obscured what are significant parallels and 

overlaps between Lewis and the Bloomsbury intellectuals. As I have already argued, Lewis operates 

upon many o f the same principles as his rivals, as a critic and painter committed to the autonomy of 

the artist, to formal experimentation on the continental models, and to a notion of an elevated or elite 

art. It is however in their application of these principles to the contemporary situation -  and 

importantly to their negotiations of the professional project -  that their differences can be discerned. 

Judging from his cautious approval of the BBC, Lewis might have been expected to endorse the 

formation of the Arts Council, an organisation which was after all established to fialfil so many of the 

societal functions he had himself been advocating through the 1930s. However, as I shall show, 

Lewis was less than enthusiastic about the Arts Council, and his reasons, articulated with principled 

thoroughness in 1949, demonstrate conclusively, as I will argue, the final and crucial divide between 

Lewis and his peers, on the points o f meritocracy, transparency, and equal opportunity -  those 

hallmarks of the modem professional ideal. His reservations which remain pertinent, incisive, and 

still applicable to the operations of the Council today. Before proceeding to a consideration o f his 

argument, however, I will first address in some detail one significant central principle to which both
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the BBC and the Arts Council were ideologically committed, and to which Lewis gives his implicit 

assent: the provision of a ‘public service.’

Serving the Public: Council and Corporation

Commitment to providing some ‘service’ to either the general or a specified public is a standard 

professional pledge. Constructed on the basis of a client model, any profession needs to justify its 

existence on the basis of the service its practitioners provide, and the public its practitioners serve. 

This is an essential element of even the most rudimentary professional contract, a means of 

sidestepping the commercial transaction, o f elevating the professional above the exchange 

mechanism, and o f developing instead an economy based on human resources and expertise. As such 

the formulation is in fact fundamental to the mythology of the professional, and runs to the heart of 

the professional ideal. The functional principle of ‘public service’ has been established at the 

symbolic core o f professionalised society. It is a principle, consequently, which Lewis, as for that 

matter all the professional modernists, had no choice but to negotiate. These imaginative negotiations 

are played out at a critical and figurative level in the writing o f critics like Lewis, Eliot, Woolf, but 

they are also necessarily processed at an operational level in the organisational structures o f the 

institutions which govern the production of art in the twentieth century, in particular the BBC and the 

Arts Council.''^

In their early incarnations, both the BBC and the later Arts Council were embedded in the 

English establishment, in a paternalistic culture and a metropolitan bias. Yet they were seen as 

national corporations, providing a ‘public service.’ The idea that the BBC should perform a public 

service is formalised in its 1926 charter. John Reith is generally credited with the construction o f this 

organisational model, though the Sykes Commission had in its 1925 report already recommended a 

similar model o f public service as a basis for the organisation’s remit. Nevertheless, it was John

The Royal Academy, as in many ways a creature o f  another era, will not be included in this review, though its 
own struggles, as a national institution, with the requirements of a changed professionalised economy in the 
1970s and 1980s would merit separate study. For an overview o f  these struggles, see James Fenton, School o f  
Genius, pp. 271-303.
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Reith’s determined management which gave this ‘pubHc service’ ethos its particular paternalistic 

shape in the first two decades of the BBC’s existence. Famously, Reith claimed that:

As we conceive it, our responsibility is to carry into the greatest possible number of 

homes everything that is best in every department of human knowledge, endeavour 

and achievement, and to avoid the things which are, or may be hurtful. It is 

occasionally indicated to us that we are apparently setting out to give the public what 

we think they need -  and not what they want, but few know what they want, and 

very few what they need . . .  hi any case it is better to over-estimate the mentality of 

the public, than to under-estimate it.''*

Reith has come in for quite his share of vilification, and the elitism of this approach to culture and the 

arts has long been discredited, but for the most part commentators tend to stop short of criticising the 

‘public service’ remit itself This provision of a ‘public service,’ after all, remains to this day the 

raison d ’etre of the BBC and the countless other public service broadcasting models adopted 

subsequently in countries worldwide.

Tom Bums addresses a chapter o f his important book on the BBC to this purported provision, 

an analysis with significant ramifications for the present study, to which I will now afford some space. 

For, according to Bums, the public service remit of the BBC was in many respects a fudge: a 

‘masterpiece of calculated imprecision,’ as he calls it, cemented in the defensive operational stmcture 

o f an institution which is, by its nature, resistant to accountability or change. He points out that the 

BBC was established to serve the commercial interests of a state-approved monopoly of wireless 

producers, free o f any special charge or levy, while a uniform charge was imposed on those who 

bought from these producers, at profit, any receiving set. According to Bums:

The formation of the BBC, twenty years before the more considerable measures of 

‘Morrisonite’ nationalisation, is a blueprint for State financing of products and

John Reith, Broadcast Over Britain (London: Hodder, 1924), p. 34.
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services which are essential for, or favourable towards, profitable ventures by private 

enterprise. . . . [enabling] an increasing proportion of the capital and overhead costs 

o f industry [to be] siphoned off into State-financed ventures and enterprises.'*^

Reith may have resisted Churchill’s infringement, but in a more significant sense he committed the 

corporation to the interests o f the state, and of industry, and created for it a structure with a singular 

capacity to resist what are seen as external ‘pressure,’ all of it compacted in that rhetorical figure of 

‘calculated imprecision,’ the ‘public interest.’ This is an extremely sceptical view o f the societal and 

commercial forces which led to the corporatisation of interwar Britain, but certainly the same ‘public 

service’ ideal would inform much of the widespread nationalisation o f industry in the second half of 

the century, a great deal of which in fact followed the example of the ‘nationalised rationalisation’ of 

the BBC, and had even been advocated as early as 1932 by John Reith himself

This exposition of Reith’s views on nationalisation is interesting for the parallels it 

demonstrates between the thought o f the autocratic engineer Reith and the much more intellectual 

Lewis. Both were, in their fields, extraordinarily responsive to the specificities of a radically altered 

modernity. Both were, in that sense, practical innovators, able to process and react to the exigencies 

o f rapid technological change. This does not always redound to their favour. In the 1932 speech, 

addressed to the Royal Institution, having recommended the ‘nationalised rationalisation’ o f the 

railways, the steel and coal industries, and the Post Office, Reith goes on:

I suggest that the BBC is serving -  and as one gathers fairly well -  a high democratic 

purpose by means which, in the literal sense of the term, are certainly not democratic, 

and this in democratic days, when means which are not democratic are the objective of 

quick and bitter hostility. And, I enquire, can democratic purpose best be served -  can 

they, in the long run, be served at all -  by democratic means as we understand them? .

. . [We are] badly in need o f definite, even drastic, centralised action in many 

different fields . . . We need more central authority and central determination. How is

Tom Bums, The BBC: Public Institution and Private World, p. 11.
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it that we have become so intolerant, even o f monstrous wrong? Is it laziness or 

timidity, or is it just another instance o f  the mediocrity which comes from a 

misunderstanding o f  real democracy.

This is alarming rhetoric in 1932. Nor was it not an isolated instance. As Director o f  the BBC, Reith 

was able to implement these principles, opposing all moves toward staff association, barring staff 

representation to the Board o f  Directors, and resisting moves to introduce a representative council. In 

private correspondence, he commended Hitler’s treatment o f Rohm, admiring those qualities o f  

forthright and efficient leadership for which he was himself noted. One prominent Labour MP, 

George Lansbury, actually went so far as to compare Reith to the Fuhrer, though admittedly the 

explanation he gives for the comparison seems on the face o f it rather thin: ‘because he seemed to 

have a very great scorn for people like me, though he never expressed it.’^̂

But even Reith’s seemingly implacable authority, over the course in particular o f the last part 

o f the decade, was being eroded from within the organisation.^^ He left, in what seems in retrospect a 

supremely ungracious sulk, in 1938.^“' Bums goes on to trace what he sees as the transition from the 

early commitment o f the BBC to ‘public service’ into the professional ethos o f the post-war

Ian McIntyre, The Expense o f  Glory: A Life o f  John Reith (London: HarperCollins, 1995), p. 201.
Ibid., p. 202. He displays here some definite echoes o f the anti-democratic Lewis. Both men were similarly, 

at least initially, impressed by Hitler’s sheer authority, his dismissal o f the democratic social contract, though in 
neither case can any real charge of fascist sympathy be very meaningfully levelled. See McIntyre’s biography 
of Reith, as well as The Reith Diaries, ed. by Charles Stuart (London: Collins, 1975). Lewis’s early approval of 
Hitler is well-known. See Wyndham Lewis, Hitler (London: Chatto and Windus, 1931). For a critical overview 
o f Lewis’s right-wing politics, see Ivan Phillips, ‘In His Bad Books: Wyndham Lewis and Fascism,’ Journal o f  
Wyndham Lewis Studies, Vol 2 (2011), pp. 105-34, and Alan Munton, ‘Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to 
Hitler (and back): the Strange Political Journey o f Wyndham Lewis,’ E-rea [online], 4: 2 (2006) 
(http://erea.revues.org/22Q : D P I : 10.4000/erea.220: accessed 12 June, 2013).

George Lansbury, Parliamentary reports, 6 July, 1936. See Janet Minihan, The Nationalisation o f  Culture, p. 
213.

For many years the received narrative o f the BBC’s programming ethos saw a transition, after his retirement, 
from the frosty era o f Reith’s elitism to one of increasing war-time and post-war populism. LeMahieu contests 
this reading, arguing that opposition to the Reithian cultural agenda -  most notably from William Beveridge -  
led to the ‘quiet accommodation of the Corporation during the 1930s to the tastes o f its rapidly expanding 
audience.’ D.L. LeMahieu, A Culture fo r  Democracy: Mass Communication and the Cultivated M ind in Britain 
Between the War, p. 285. This involved the extension of broadcasting hours, the reduction o f hours dedicated to 
adult education, a reduction o f chamber orchestra performances; and saw an increase in musical comedy,
‘dance’ and ‘light’ music, and even -  against Reith’s fervent opposition -  jazz. For a ftill account o f  this 
accommodation, see ibid., pp. 280-291.

This was a decision he would later come to regard as ‘a frightftil mistake.’ The departure is still shrouded in 
some mystery, though it seems to have developed out o f ongoing fiiction between Reith, government officials, 
and the rest of the Board. See Ian McIntyre, The Expense o f  Glory: A Life o f  John Reith, pp. 214-43.
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institution, during which he argues BBC operatives began to think, not o f the provision o f cultural 

heritage, but instead in terms of ‘responsibility’ to an abstract public. According to Bums, the ‘public 

service’ ideal of Reith was normative and paternalistic; while what followed was abstracted, strategic, 

and increasingly specialised. I would however read the two as intertwined, in the way that Perkin 

observes: these are the negotiations of the division of labour -  upon what Bums calls the technical, 

social, and moral levels -  on the corporate scale of the twentieth century. In fact, the idea o f ‘public 

service’ is wedded to the professional model: it is the justification for the professional’s special 

treatment as against the member of a non-professional occupation.^^ Bums observes what he calls a 

necessarily ‘autistic’ approach to the day-to-day work of BBC operatives, dedicated to a peculiar 

arbitrary balance between an abstract ‘good’ and a professional (peer-judged) standard.^® This 

necessary autism, this sense o f serving a public of which one does not even try to conceive, is, I 

would argue, typical of the modernist project, and might be understood not as an organisational glitch, 

particular to the BBC, but as a more common and generalised symptom of the professional mindset.^^ 

The same rhetoric of public service underpins Lewis’s critical work from its outset. As I have 

already shown, in The Caliph's Design it is as a ‘sen’ant’ of the public that Lewis justifies his 

professional activities: the service which any professional can provide society is his raison d'etre. 

However, Lewis’s is a very specific conceptualisation of ‘public service.’ First of all it is anti

commercial and anti-populist. After all, his praise of the BBC was explicitly stipulated upon its 

resistance o f ‘the big business interests in Films, Books, Theatres,’ under whose influence it risked

Everett Hughes dedicated some important and interesting essays to elucidating on the contrary the similarities 
between the psychological approaches o f  members o f  established, salaried ‘professions’ and o f  more 
occupational wage-based workers to their work. Everett Hughes, ‘Mistakes at Work,’ On Work, Race, and the 
Sociological Imagination, pp. 79-90. My focus, however, is less upon the psychic internal life o f  the 
professional than the external market mechanisms and public relations strategies involved in formulating and 
sustaining the modem professions.

See the chapter on the psychological investment o f  BBC employees in the ideology o f  professionalism in Tom  
Bums, The BBC: Public Institution and Private World, pp. 122-54.

David Trotter has articulated a fascinating case for a reading o f  modernist literature, and in particular the work 
o f  Lewis, as symptomatic o f  the same societal forces which have resulted in the emergence o f  schizophrenia as 
the ‘paradigmatic’ mental illness o f  modemity: he traces the origins o f  both phenomena to the same complex o f  
socio-economic developments which Perkin refers to as professionalisation. His is a startling and original 
reading, though his reliance on psychoanalytic and psychiatric sources means that meaningful treatment o f  his 
argument is beyond the scope o f  this thesis. See David Trotter, Paranoid Modernism: Literary Experiment, 
Psychosis, and the Professionalisation o f  English Society (London: Oxford University Press, 2001) and 
‘Modernism, Anti-Mimesis, and the Professionalisation o f English Society’ in Rethinking Modernism, ed. by 
Marianne Thormahlen (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).
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becoming ‘a vast vehicle of Advertisement merely.’ Here he presages Keynes’s aversion to what he 

sees as the ‘prostituting’ of the arts. And of course such concerns are still considered germane in the 

consideration o f the BBC’s operations: its ability to generate funding from advertising remains 

restricted partly upon the same principle.^* But in other senses too Lewis’s is a conceptualisation o f 

‘public service’ very much as exemplified by Reith. The easy paternalism of Keith’s giving the public 

‘what we think they need -  not what they want’ is no longer generally admissible, but his position 

must have chimed well with Lewis’s philosophical ethos. For Lewis, the judgement of the work of 

the artist must be conducted by fellow artists, by experts. Peer-review is the preferred evaluating 

procedure, a hallmark o f professional practice, rather than the consultation of the public or audience in 

whose interests the service has been ostensibly provided. This is no longer the operating principle of 

the BBC, o f course, and it is easy to dismiss the unpalatable anti-democratic paternalism of figures 

like Reith. But in the case o f a body like the Arts Council, such straightforward positions are less 

readily available.

Ultimately, as LeMahieu notes, the tension in the programming of the BBC, suppressed 

through the 1930s by the sheer force of Keith’s personality, but consequently forming an increasingly 

troublesome contradiction, derived from a simultaneous commitment to a historical ‘high’ culture and 

a representation o f listeners’ interests, an operational muddle which would eventually be resolved in 

the emergence, in LeMahieu’s phrase, of a ‘common culture.’ ’̂ After the war BBC became much 

more open to the influence o f different forms o f mass culture. The mantle of ‘high culture’ passed to 

the Arts Council, where it has in some manifestation or another survived to this day. Here again the 

rhetoric o f ‘public service’ has been deployed. For this ideal of ‘public service’ has been used as a 

guarantee for the professional probity of the arts as articulated by Lewis, as by Woolf, as by their 

Victorian predecessors, and, significantly, as incorporated in the 1946 Royal Charter of the Arts

The advertising restrictions in place on the BBC are also of course a delicate and necessary safeguard against 
potential commercial monopoly, but this monopolistic potential, consequent upon the BBC’s license funding, is 
in turn predicated precisely upon its public service remit. Any representation of commercial interests by the 
BBC would be seen on both these fronts as compromising the corporation’s remit.

LeMahieu dedicates considerable space to an examination of the BBC, though his concept of the ‘common 
culture’ that emerged out of 1930s Britain is more holistic and far-reaching, taking in corporate sponsorship, 
poster design and the work of the documentary film makers of the later decade. See DL LeMahieu, A Culture 
for Democracy: Mass Communication and the Cultivated Mind in Britain Between the Wars, pp. 137-170.
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Council. In the case o f the Arts Council, it is generally agreed that an institutional fudge, comparable 

to that achieved in the BBC Charter of 1926, led to a series of dual and contradictory pledges being 

enshrined at the Council’s inception. These conflicting aims are manifold, but one of the most salient 

is the Council’s simultaneous commitment to delivering increased access to the arts on the one hand, 

and to a cultivation o f high artistic standards on the other, a simultaneous impetus to ‘raise’ and to 

‘spread’ in William Emrys Williams’s often-quoted words, which have remained a constant tension at 

the heart o f the Council’s policy and funding decisions ever since.

According to Pearson, writing in 1982, ‘imprecision’ lay at the heart o f the Arts Council.^® 

He identifies two structural principles which serve to reinforce the consensual pattern o f the Council’s 

policy: ‘uncertainty’ and ‘individualisation,’ through the means o f both of which, there occurs an 

‘erasure of policy’ in any political sense, replaced with a perpetuation o f the status quo.^' This is 

again, like Bums’s, an extremely sceptical reading, heavily informed by Raymond Williams’s 

important essay on the Arts Council, published in 1979. However, Pearson is certainly correct in 

observing that the operational model of the Arts Council, like that o f Reith’s BBC, was systematically 

far from transparent and in terms of its selection procedure largely unaccountable. According to 

Raymond Williams, the Council relied upon a ‘consensual’ model, derived from the values o f that 

middle-class, largely London-based public it was established to serve.^^ This is, I would argue, a 

simplification. Both the Arts Council and the BBC, particularly after the departure o f Reith in 1938, 

were characterised by tensions between such a consensual high-cultural agenda and a more egalitarian 

and democratic impulse to increase access to the arts. This tension is arguably encapsulated in the 

professional deployment of the model o f ‘public service’ itself, attributable to a subtle linguistic 

slippage surrounding precisely the nature of the ‘public’ being served.

As Lewis notes, in his critique of the Council to which I will be addressing the final section of 

this chapter, the Arts Council in its earliest manifestations was divided between two aims; to

^  It must be remembered here that Pearson was writing in 1982, before the wide-reaching reform o f  the Council 
in the 1990s and after.

Nicholas Pearson, The State and the Visual Arts, pp.73-8.
For Williams the operation o f the Arts Council reflects the constitution o f  Britain’s ‘unusually compact and 

organic ruling class,’ able to administer by consensus without need o f  policy. See Raymond Williams, ‘The 
Arts Council,’ The Political Quarterly, 50: 2 (April. 1979) pp. 157-171.
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distribute art to the public at large through regional tours (as had been the remit o f CEMA, its 

antecedent), or to cultivate that art agreed by a professional minority to constitute the ‘best’ or 

‘highest’ in its field. In economic terms perhaps appropriate given the preoccupations of both Keynes 

and Lewis, this could be described as a conflict between supply-side and demand-side economic 

system. As with Reith, Lewis and Keynes had no trouble equating the maintenance of artistic 

‘standards’ with a ‘public service.’ Theirs was an elevating approach to the public, and it was 

ultimately the approach adopted by the Arts Council of Great Britain. As Pearson argues, ‘no effort 

on the Arts Council’s part as a public authority will ever make that [elite] culture “accessible” to the 

public throughout Great Britain -  unless that public also becomes part o f the e l i t e . F o r  Lewis this is 

precisely the issue, an issue he has spent much of his artistic life attempting to resolve through the 

formulation o f an art addressed expressly to the future, a future peopled with ‘improved’ human 

beings. This is a resolution to an artistic dilemma but not to a practical one of such immediate 

urgency as the fimding of the arts. On point of principles, Lewis was in accord with both Reith’s 

BBC and Keynes’s Arts Council. But in terms of the practical and operational realities of the Arts 

Council, as I shall demonstrate, Lewis would be unforgiving.

‘Bread and Ballyhoo’: Lewis and the Arts Council

Between 1946 and 1951, Wyndham Lewis was employed as art critic for the BBC’s weekly paper. 

The Listener. His semi-regular column, generally devoted to a review of the exhibitions on show 

around London, is now referred to by its most common header, ‘Round the London Galleries’, and is 

important for the early attention, and credit, that Lewis gave therein to a new generation of painters: 

Francis Bacon, Lucien Freud, and Barbara Hepworth, amongst others. But his association with The 

Listener was important for other reasons too: for it was here, interspersed with the reviews, that he 

published his most robust, practical critiques of the institutions which controlled the visual arts in 

post-war England: the Institute o f Contemporary Arts, the Royal Academy, the Tate, the Chantrey 

Bequest and, the then most recent and arguably most important addition, the Arts Council. Alan

Nicholas Pearson, The State and the Visual Arts, p. 100.
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Munton has already pointed up the significant development o f Lewis’s institutional critique in this 

series of late essays. He notes the escalation in Lewis’s attention to the effect o f institutional practice 

not only upon the reception, but upon the production of art: ‘Here we find an unexpected side of 

Lewis, as he works his way through official reports, and quotes statistics about attendance, and the 

size of subsidies.’̂  This is the consummation of Lewis’s pragmatic critique which I have traced from 

1926 onward. In what follows I will focus fairly strictly on the column for 8 September, 1949, in 

which he devotes considerable space to a broadside against the Arts Council.

This broadside can seem at first sight surprising. As I have argued, Lewis might have been 

expected to approve of the Arts Council. Established in 1946, the Arts Council of Great Britain (the 

name chosen specifically to preclude its being turned into an acronym) was an independent 

organisation with a grant-in-aid from the Treasury to provide funding, exclusively and for the first 

time, for the arts in England. It was the first quango established by the state to formally support the 

arts, making it an acknowledgement of a civic duty Lewis had spent much o f his career advocating. A 

significant complement to this was the Council’s institutional structure, incorporating an arms-length 

principle predicated upon a mistrust of direct state-involvemenl in the arts, another concern about 

which Lewis had been equally vociferous. In some respects, the Arts Council reads like precisely the 

sort of structure Lewis had been recommending in ‘Art and Patronage’ -  for (its autonomy, its non

commercial status, its civic state-sanctioned remit. However, in his treatment of the Arts Council 

itself, he comes to some rather different conclusions.

In the 1949 article, Lewis reviews the policies of the Council’s visual art department so far, 

its use of the large-scale retrospective exhibition, its indulgence of what he sees as hype and 

‘ballyhoo,’ and what he goes on to call its in fact detrimental effect upon the visual arts themselves. 

The animus toward the Council might be in part attributed to his ongoing rancour toward Bloomsbury 

group. Or it could be chalked down to a habit of opposition. Either reading would be unfair to Lewis, 

however. His criticisms were not only apposite in their own context: they remain applicable to the 

work o f the Council today. In working his way through ‘official reports, statistics about attendance,

^  See Alan Munton, ‘Wyndham Lewis, The Listener, and the Institutions,’ -  an introduction to the online 
Wyndham Lewis Late Writing Project: Art criticism in The Listener, 1946-1951 
(www.unirioia.es/listenerartcriticism/introduction.htm; accessed 10 October, 2013).
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and the size of subsidies,’ Lewis was preparing the ground for a comprehensive, far-reaching and 

devastating indictment. In this and connected Listener pieces, he exposes, even at this very early 

stage, certain crucial inconsistencies in the stated objectives of the Council, inconsistencies which 

arguably continue to hamper the Council’s work. Lewis’s was amongst the first of what was to 

become, in later decades, a deluge o f public complaint about the Council. As such he was in this, as 

in so much else, ahead o f his time.

Lewis had spent the war years living in Canada and the US, scouring for commissions, living 

a desperate hand-to-mouth existence, experiencing, arguably for the first time, the real hardship of the 

unconnected artist, living entirely outside the institutional structure of his country. He returned to 

London in 1945, penniless, demoralised and now isolated in his home country too, after his very 

public flirtation with fascism in the 1930s. Perhaps understandably, under the circumstances, he 

seems to have felt -  as did so many writers and artists -  profoundly out of place in post-war Britain. 

In conversation with John Rothenstein, he would blame Roger Fry and the Bloomsbury ‘faction’ for a 

vindictive, wholesale, and life-long vilification and suppression o f his work,^^ but in truth Lewis had 

managed to alienate not just the Bloomsbury Group, but almost all those who could have been his 

patrons and peers. Bitter quarrels with the Wadsworths, the Schiffs, Richard Wyndham, the Sitwells, 

and Kenneth Clark, had left him almost entirely outside the establishment. His column in The 

Listener, as Munton notes, ‘was the only sustained connection that he had with any institution of 

culture in his lifetime.’*̂  Whatever the cause o f his increasing isolation, however, I would argue that 

the experience made him more sensitive to the practical effect which the institutions of the art world 

can have upon the production of art. Consequently we see, in the Listener articles, a more pragmatic 

Lewis, reluctant to hypothesise, adverse to political credos, but nevertheless still dedicated to the same 

mission. This is the new Lewis identified by Munton: reading institutional reports, analysing 

audience and budget figures, interrogating the gatekeeper organizations who defined, ftinded, and

Lewis makes the accusation in ‘Satire and Fiction’ and in Men Without Art in the 1930s, and repeats it to 
Rothenstein in conversation in the 1950s. See John Rothenstein, M odem  English Painters, Vol 2: Lewis to 
Moore, p. 26.
^  Alan Munton, ‘Wyndham Lewis, The Listener, and the Institutions.’
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endorsed the profession o f the painter. And of these organizations, the Arts Council of Great Britain 

had emerged in his absence as the new behemoth.

Lewis’s five-year hiatus in North America had, then, only served to highlight his 

obsolescence: Lewis, for those who remembered him, belonged squarely to the 1930s, to the era in 

which fascism and socialism were seen as the two intellectual poles on one or other o f which it was 

the artist’s business to grandstand. Dim memories of his books on Hitler and The Jews: Are They 

Human? cannot have helped his cause. It is to be remembered that the England to which he returned 

was a different place from the one he left, a new society o f rationing and widespread poverty, in 

which the cultural consensuses of the interwar period were in the process o f being to some extent 

replaced. New ideas o f Englishness which had emerged out of the experience of the war, ideas based 

on equal distribution, socialist reconstruction, and the ‘New Jerusalem’ encapsulated in documents 

like the Beveridge Report of 1943 or Patrick Abercrombie's County o f  London Plan o f 1943, 

documents which served to cast the mould for this period o f reconstruction. The Arts Council 

captured well the spirit of the times. It started as a war-time expedient: CEMA (the Council for the 

Encouragement of Music and the Arts) toured the counlr>', employing artists to entertain and educate 

the beleaguered provinces. Keynes was instrumental in the subsequent transformation o f CEMA into 

the Arts Council, from war into peace time, and he retained the rhetoric (if not entirely the practice) of 

this ideological mission. In a BBC broadcast of 1945, announcing the official establishment o f the 

state-supported Arts Council, he said: ‘I do not believe it is yet realised what an important thing has 

happened. State patronage o f the arts has crept in. It has happened in a very English, informal, 

unostentatious way -  half baked, if you like . . .  No one can yet say where the tides o f the times will 

carry our new found ship.’®̂ Elsewhere, in an uncharacteristically bucolic public announcement, 

Keynes said:

How satisfactory it would be if  different parts o f this country would again walk their

several ways as they once did and learn to develop something different from their

John Maynard Keynes, ‘The Arts Council: Its Policies and H opes.’ The Collected Writings o f  John M aynard  
Keynes'. Social, Political and Literary Writings, p. 368.
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neighbours and characteristic of themselves. Nothing can be more damaging than the 

excessive prestige of metropolitan standards and fashions. Let every part of merry 

England be merry in its own way. Death to Hollywood!**

This seems, coming from the eminently metropolitan Keynes, a very deliberately parochial gesture. It 

has proven an embarrassing statement for Keynes scholars, and has been glossed by some as the voice 

o f Keynes at his most populist, deliberately promoting the work o f CEMA to the public. Even if in 

earnest, however, Keynes would not have been the only intellectual o f his time, o f generally 

cosmopolitan inclinations, to be seduced by the rhetoric o f wartime Englishness. Lewis, on the other 

hand -  who was at this time advocating the idea of a world culture, an internationalist artistic utopia -  

had yet again managed to entirely (intentionally?) misread the mood of the times.

His criticisms o f the Arts Council were similarly out o f key. Later the Arts Council would 

accrue many critics, but in the immediate post-war era there was a real sense of optimism amongst 

artists about the possibilities it represented. The exhibitions o f this era, run in conjunction with the 

Tate Gallery, made the Council’s post-war reputation; Van Gogh in 1947, Art Treasures from  Vienna 

in 1949, Matisse in 1952, Mexican Art in 1953, Braque in 1956, and the major Picasso retrospective 

in 1960 (half a million attended) have become legendary. When Lewis was writing, plans for the 

National Theatre -  plans which were to become so sullied, divisive and controversial -  were still fresh 

and seemed feasible. For many, the Arts Council represented a new and potentially rejuvenating way 

to foster the arts. But Lewis’s relationship with the Arts Council was never going to be easy. His 

feud with Bloomsbury had lasted more than three decades now. And of course there was more than a 

suggestion o f Bloomsbury about the Arts Council. Keynes, for one thing, was the driving force 

behind its continued life and incorporation after the war. Also involved from the CEMA days (and 

later to be made Chairman of the Council) was Kenneth Clark, whom Lewis adamantly maintained 

had inherited Roger Fry’s animus against him. From early on, too, Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell 

had emerged as house favourites amongst Council members. The Arts Council must have seemed to

Ibid., p. 371.
John Rothenstein recounts Lewis’s unjustified suspicions o f  Clark, ‘on whom [Roger] Fry’s mantle is 

supposed to have fallen’ in Tim e’s Thievish Progress: Autobiography III (London: Cassell, 1970), p. 39.
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Lewis as in some ways an embodiment of Bloomsbury values, a formulation articulated again in 

recent years by Anna Upchurch7° What’s more, the Listener article about the Arts Council appeared 

less than three months after Lewis’s own painting, a portrait o f T.S. Eliot (in a sort o f parodic 

simulacrum of the events of 1938) had been declined for acquisition by the Tate Gallery’s Board of 

Trustees, on which sat, amongst others, Kenneth Clark. Hence one could write off his criticisms as 

being personal, vindictive, or reactionary. This would be to underestimate the genuine force of 

Lewis’s critique, much of which has been echoed since by later critics and historians o f the early Arts 

Council.

One o f the principal objectives of the Listener article is to highlight what Lewis sees as the 

wasteful extravagance o f the Council’s subsidy of work by dead artists, in the name o f culture, rather 

than living painters, in the name of art. The ‘bread’ of the title is the means by which the artist is to 

live: the Arts Council, however, seems to Lewis more interested in Ballyhoo. Certainly there was 

plenty o f what could be recognised as ‘Ballyhoo’ in circulation. James McRobert, the Council’s 

deputy secretary-general, made the following claim with regard to the building in which the Council 

first resided:

It is probably inevitable under modem conditions that the private patron should 

disappear. Few private persons at this time can rise to the Aristotelian virtue of 

magnificence, but in the hands of its new owners and tenants it may be hoped that No 

4 St James’s Square will not only be preserved as an example o f eighteenth-century 

architecture, but will continue to be a centre for the enlightened patronage and 

encouragement of the arts.^'

That the function of the Council was so early conceived -  and by its own Finance Officer, no less -  as 

the provision of ‘Aristotelian . . . magnificence’ illustrates some of the fantasies with which its early

Anna Upchurch, ‘John Maynard Keynes, the Bloomsbury Group and the Origins o f  the Arts Council 
M ovem ent,’ International Journal o f  Cultural Policy, 10: 2 (2004), pp. 203-217.

James McRobert was Deputy Secretary-General and Finance Officer o f  the Arts Council for the first 26 years 
o f  its existence. See Andrew Sinclair, Arts and Cultures: The H istory o f  50 years o f  the Arts Council o f  Great 
Britain  (London; Sinclair-Stephenson, 1995), p. 70.
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operations were imbued. Lord De La Warr -  the Minister for Education who first agreed to provide it 

with a grant -  had his own ideas of what CEMA might achieve:

Lord De La Warr . . . had Venetian visions o f a post-war Lord Mayor’s Show on the 

Thames in which the Board o f Education led the Arts in triumph from Whitehall to 

Greenwich in magnificent barges and gorgeous gondolas; orchestras, madrigal singers, 

Shakespeare from the Old Vic, ballet from Sadler’s Wells, shining canvasses from the 

Royal Academy, folk dancers from village greens -  in fact, Merrie EnglandJ^

Which is precisely the sort of Ballyhoo that Lewis is setting out to debunk. These are manifestly 

obsolescent conceptualisations o f the arts, utterly disengaged from the economic realities actually 

underpinning the Council itself, o f which the most significant was the disappearance of patronage 

under a new economic regime of increased taxation and wealth redistribution. In the face of this, De 

La Warr, McRobert, and arguably Keynes himself reverted to grandiose delusions based on obsolete 

models of the arts. Such chimeras pose no problem in private, but used publicly, as here, have the 

potential to distort and undermine both the credibility and the accountability o f the nascent Arts 

Council itself

Lewis is critical of more than simply the rhetoric, however. He goes on to make specific his 

criticisms of the Council’s policy: ‘The Council’s Art Department has much less money to spend than 

the Drama, but it spends it practically all on exhibitions, lectures, and salaries . . . The artist, the 

producer, is sacrificed to some idea o f consumption: he is smothered beneath a mountain of “cultural” 

advertisement’ {WLoA, 439-40). He is here pointing up that key ambiguity in the nature o f the Arts 

Council model to which I have already alluded. The audience, says Lewis, is being prioritised over 

the artist, ‘consumption’ over ‘production.’ This leads to a host o f subsidiary questions as to the 

Council’s purpose. Is it the Council’s role to educate the people; is it to make art accessible? Is it to 

integrate the regions? Or is it to encourage the highest standards o f art-production possible? This

Ibid, p. 28.
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confusion is actually enshrined in the Royal Charter of 1946, which outlines why the Arts Council was 

established:

[F]or the purpose of developing a greater knowledge, understanding and practice of 

the fine arts exclusively, and in particular to increase the accessibility o f the fine arts 

to the public throughout Our Realm, to improve the standard of execution of the fine 

arts and to advise and co-operate with Our Government Departments, local authorities 

and other bodies/^

We are presented here with a number of different and potentially conflicting aims. The questions 

Lewis was asking, and they continue to be asked today, were whether the Arts Council was 

established in order to support artistic standards, or to enable public access to the arts, and whether 

these two objectives might not be at odds with one another. For many, they have been seen as in fact 

mutually exclusive. Every Secretary-General has interpreted the Council’s remit differently -  

whether as primarily an educational, or a cultural, or an artistic body -  and has arguably been licensed 

to do so in each case by the Council’s Charter.^"’

The confusion has been traced historically to a disjunction in the establishment o f the 

Council’s precursor, CEMA. As even a sympathetic account of the Arts Council’s history is forced to 

acknowledge, the organisation was characterised from the outset by a confusion o f aims. Andrew 

Sinclair, in his sanguinary account of the organisation’s history, traces one particular narrative o f the 

council’s inauguration, crediting Thomas Jones, secretary of the Pilgrim Trust -  with whose promise 

o f funds CEMA was first able to secure a Treasury grant -  as the founder and driving force o f the 

early Council. Under his leadership, CEMA was established initially to revive the work of the 1930s 

Commission for the Special Areas, which had sent art experts out to Wales and Durham to educate 

and encourage amateur activity in the arts for unemployed miners. As such, the first few years of 

CEMA’s operations were heavily geared toward educational and outreach work. Under Keynes’s

Ibid., p. 51.
This confusion o f  purpose still hinders the Arts Council model from operating smoothly, leading to regular 

reviews and restatements o f  its aims, most notoriously under the ‘strong-state’ incursions o f  Thatcher.
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influence, however, as Chairman from 1942, the complexion o f CEM A began to alter, with a new 

emphasis on professional standards, so that a dedication to fostering a ‘national culture’ emerged in 

place o f the original more communitarian ideals. The amateur lunchtime concerts and the regional 

‘Art for the People’ tours were replaced by exhibitions with titles like Dutch Paintings o f  the 

Seventeenth Century, Old English Landscapes, and Book Illustrations since 1800. W hile there have 

been some variations in the reading o f this historical sequence, most notably that supplied by Richard 

Witts in 1998, Andrew Sinclair’s landmark study o f the Arts Council, Arts and Cultures, is the now- 

standard account o f  the events which led to the formulation o f the contradictory Charter o f 19467^ To 

reduce the complex genesis o f an organisation to a contest between a few prominent men is to 

simplify grossly, but Jones and Keynes do helpfiilly represent two opposing impulses within the Arts 

Council. On the one hand, Jones was committed to a single-minded and commendable mission to 

increase access and democratise the arts in the post-war period o f reconstruction. On the other hand, 

figures like Keynes, and Kenneth Clark after him, set out to protect the standards o f art, and the 

fortunes o f  the artist, in the face o f collapsed patronage structures and the prospect o f the post-war 

open market as the sole arbiter o f  the arts. These two alternatives were famously defined by W.E. 

Williams (Secretary-General o f  the Arts Council from 1951 until 1963) as the choice between 

whether as an institution the Council ought to ‘raise’ or to ‘spread’ the arts.’* Keynes was a vocal 

advocate o f  the former.

This is a sentiment with which Lewis would have been in full agreement. Both thinkers, in 

spite o f their differences, were fully dedicated to the maintenance o f  artistic standards, so it seems on 

this point safe to assume that Lewis and Keynes would, at least as to principles, have seen eye to eye 

-  though it does seem unlikely they would have agreed at all in practice as to what precisely qualified 

as art. But Lew is’s critique in his 1949 essay is not necessarily about ‘principles.’ As M unton notes.

In his far less balanced study of the Council, Witts posits Keynes as the elitist (and distinctly effete) villain of 
the Council’s early years, with ‘Tom Jones’ an ineffectual communist bit-player, and Glyndeboume’s John 
Christie a sort of lone anti-Establishment impresario, whose plans for a National Council for Music and the Arts 
were simply hijacked, and who wound up locked in a long-running and vindictive personal battle with Keynes. 
Richard Witts, Artist Unknown: An Alternative History o f  the Arts Council (London: Little, Brown, 1998).

This dichotomy was articulated in W.E. Williams’s first Annual Report after he became Secretary-General of 
the Council in 1951. ‘If an emphasis must be placed somewhere in that motto of “Raise and Spread” it seems 
wiser and more realistic to concentrate on Raise.’ Arts Council of Great Britain, Annual Report, 1951/52, p. 38.
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this is a new Lewis; and Lewis’s attack here is an altogether more pragmatic one. Lewis’s criticism of 

the Council, as we shall see, can be divided into three major charges: its prioritisation of ‘dead art’ 

over the art o f  living painters; its generation of a new layer o f bureaucracy -  and of remunerated 

bureaucrats -  to add to the already wasteful distribution o f the revenues o f the arts; and -  most 

importantly -  what he saw as the Council’s tendency toward institutional corruption.

Lewis had long championed the need of patronage for living painters, encouraging middle- 

class purchasers to invest in current art for decoration, rather than ‘dead art’ for status or investment. 

Lewis was o f course writing as a painter himself, a point the significance of which he often stressed. 

He was a lifelong advocate of the specifically visual arts, and his concern was squarely with the 

economic position of contemporary visual artists. From this vantage-point he was able to launch a 

critique of the partisanship of the Council’s fianding priorities. Positioning himself in resolute 

opposition to Keynes here, Lewis argues that visual art was being sidelined by the Council in the 

interests of the more spectator-friendly arts: opera, theatre, and -  Keynes’s personal passion -  ballet. 

Lewis quotes from the ‘Income and Expenditure’ pages o f The Third Annual Report o f  the Arts 

Council:

The sum finally at the disposal of the Council that year [1946-7] was roughly 

£450,000. As I have said, o f this a maximum of £2,000 is ear-marked for the work of 

living artists. But Covent Garden pulled down over £90,000. Music, all told, received 

£212,000 -  theatrical companies £56,000 odd. But the essential -  the stupefying -  

figures are 450, and 2 (WLoA, 439).

This was genuinely a paltry sum to dedicate to living English art. With the remainder of its grant, 

instead of subsidising the work o f living painters, the visual art department was prioritising large-scale 

exhibitions of the work o f dead masters, which accounted for most of the Council’s outlay on art for 

the first two decades o f its existence. And they were enormously successful. As Lewis notes, ‘No 

less than 157,452 people visited the Tate to see Van Gogh’s pictures’ in 1947, though in retrospect 

this figure pales in significance beside the half million who went to the Picasso exhibition in 1960.
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These were the seminal exhibitions which made the Council’s name, and that of the Tate Gallery. But 

was this ‘supporting the arts’? Lewis thought not. He saw this trade in the paintings o f ‘Old Masters’ 

as an exercise in the manufacture of hype: what he called ‘the official art-boom policy.’ In Lewis’s 

eyes, ‘the fact remains that Van Gogh’s travelling expenses, as things are, come out o f the pockets of 

//vmg painters’ {WLoA, 436).

What is more, he goes on, ‘No one can look with pleasure at a picture worth forty thousand 

pounds.’ The question becomes: what, if not pleasure, is the motivation for these exhibitions? For 

Lewis they were more than simply hype-machines. These exhibitions, he argued, were part o f ‘a big 

new racket . . . prone to suppress [the real state of the arts], in the interests o f Optimism . . . The 

optimism in question is not the confidence resulting from health, but rather the high spirits o f well- 

paid grave-diggers.’ So we are presented with the vision of a cadre of bureaucrats overseeing the 

demise and burial of the arts. For Lewis the only interests this could serve were those of the 

bureaucrats at the Arts Council’s helm: ‘The public’s ears’, says Lewis, ‘are filled with the ballyhoo 

of the great feats of our officials, who -  to cheer you up after what I have just said about the painter -  

is flourishing as never before.’ The outlook for the artist is, as a consequence, grim. ‘The official art- 

boom policy, then, is looked upon by the artist as a merely noisy and immensely expensive Fa?ade’ 

{WLoA, 437). The origins of this ‘Facade’ he attributes to the Pilgrim Trust (the private trust which 

helped to bankroll CEMA during the war) and to the foundation of the Arts Council, heralding the 

beginning of a five-year carnival o f ‘Culture’ which looks to Lewis ‘like a Renaissance facade in a 

Hollywood set.’ Lewis’s constant hyperbole does at times veer into the outrageous. He goes so far as 

to suggest that both the Arts Council and the British Council in fact ‘serve to conceal from the public 

the neglect of contemporary art’ and proceeds to make the surely untenable claim that ‘It would be far 

better, from the artist’s standpoint, if  they were not there’ (WLoA, 438).

But the article consists o f much more than destructive hyperbole. Lewis has an alternative 

proposal: ‘to see these same sightseers re-routed, to see them swarm into the dealers’ shops . . . The 

way for people to learn about pictures would be to go where they are being painted . . .  or to the place 

where newly painted pictures are hung up for sale’ {WLoA, 437). Lewis wants the public to be 

encouraged once again to collect. Throughout the Listener articles, in fact, Lewis explores different
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methods o f  generating economic support for living artists. He does so in characteristically 

controversial terms. In an obituary o f his friend and fellow-Votticist Edward W adsworth, also 

published in The L istener in 1949, Lewis argues that the artist must be a ^rentier’ (a word still imbued 

at this time with extraordinary pejorative power). He lays out the economic realities starkly:

W ith living costs more than doubled, with the impoverishment o f  everybody except 

the manual worker, the artist’s case would only have to be stated -  with the irrefiitable 

data o f  studio-rent, cost o f materials and frames, food, heating and lighting, dealers’

33 V2 per cent commission, and it would immediately be recognised that, unless 

subsidised or protected, that particular ‘cultural’ activity is at an end {WLoA, 436).

The artist can no longer survive on what he can earn in the market. The purchasing power o f  the 

middle classes has been utterly demolished. As Lewis argues in the W adsworth obituary, ‘there 

would have been no Cezanne minus a papa, nor a Van Gogh minus a brother . . . The State . . .  in 

destroying the rentier must understand it is removing the artist’s papa, and should be prepared to 

become a papa (or Big Brother) itse lf  {WLoA, 421). Yet this has not come to pass: ‘the State has 

killed the geese that laid the golden eggs . . . but it has not itself become a giant goose, occupying the 

economic vacuum ’ (WLoA, 438). According to Lewis, the state -  here figured as a giant goose -  has 

taken on, as a result o f  its policy o f redistributive taxation, an obligation to provide for its artists. This 

principle o f  exchange was part o f the structural rationale o f  ventures like Roosevelt’s New Deal or 

K eynes’s Arts Council, but it was rarely made explicit. Cultural policy had to be construed publicly 

as meeting variously the needs o f the people for high culture, entertainment, education, and welfare.^’ 

This was probably an inevitable political expedient: the plight o f the artist has never been an easy 

sell.’* But it had the unfortunate consequence o f obscuring the focus on the supply side o f  the

On the implications o f  K eynes’s distributive economics for the patronage o f  the arts, and their parallels in 
Roosevelt’s New Deal policies, see M.J. Barber, “‘Sweet Are the Uses o f  Adversity”: Federal Patronage o f  the 
Arts in the Great Depression’, History o f  Political Economy (1 Jan, 1999), pp. 235-255.

It was not a pitch that Lewis, however, had any reticence about making. In an open letter, quoted earlier, to 
the N ew  Republic, he makes these connections openly and with interesting implications about the relationship 
between the artist and the public: ‘That great function in the state represented by the arts o f  painting, sculpture
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economic equation: the consumer of art was valued above the producer. As Lewis makes clear, the 

post-war artistic profession had become virtually unsustainable, a fact which serves as a damning 

indictment of state cultural policy.

The state is accused, therefore, of shameful neglect. But it is important to remember that the 

Arts Council was established on the basis o f the ‘arm’s-length principle’: the grant-in-aid was 

provided by the Treasury, but all artistic decisions were delegated to the Council alone. The 

decisions of the Council were not the decisions of the state. It is easy to forget that the very quality 

for which the Arts Council model became so widely admired -  and emulated, in the official arts- 

funding apparatuses o f Ireland, Canada, Australia, the US -  can also be construed as its great 

weakness. In establishing an arms-length principle which secured the arts from any authoritarian (or 

maybe European-style) state-incursions, the founders o f the Arts Council also enabled a regime 

characterised for decades by a lack o f transparency or public accountability, not only in terms of its 

grant to artists and arts organisations but also in its membership, its management, and its regional 

commitments. Its decision-making process was secretive, its evaluative criteria covert, often giving 

the impression of a private gentlemen’s club protecting the values of the elite, all o f which made the 

Council for many years particularly liable to accusations o f conservatism and of corruption. One 

early controversy arose when, in 1944, members of the Royal Academy called for the CEMA grant to 

be reduced on the grounds that its exhibitions perpetuated ‘the baleful influence o f what is known as 

“modernistic” art. This is a subversive movement which, with its several “isms,” has been for many 

years endeavouring to undermine the traditional glories of painting and sculpture.’ Keynes, instead of 

meeting the accusations head on, indulged in evasive tactics, and sidestepped the actual issue of the 

‘Art for the People’ tours, which were technically the work o f a client:

and design, Mr Roosevelt was the first statesman in the world to recognise. But something very radical will 
have to be done today if  it is to continue to exist in anything but name. The artist must, if  he is to survive, come 
to terms with the people at large, and no longer accept the role o f  a purveyor o f  sensation, or o f  a highbrow 
clown, to a handful o f  socialites: for in no great capital are there more than a few dozen people, with the means 
necessary to set up as private patrons, who even pretend to care for pictures. -  Such is the plain truth o f  the 
matter.’ Z,Z,, p. 272.
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Out o f the 25 exhibitions which we have circulated up to date there have been six 

mixed shows of contemporary artists, two of which were selections from the summer 

exhibitions o f the Royal Academy . . . Our panel is as mixed a bunch o f old fogeys of 

repute as you could reasonably hope to collect. We have undoubtedly reached, on the 

average, the age of discretion.^’

Keynes perhaps unconsciously illustrates here the natural tendency toward inertia, and artistic 

conservatism, in an institutional body populated by ageing, generally unqualified, and for the most 

part non-practicing ‘experts’ of the arts. Though he manages simply to sidestep the real accusation -  

which was that the ‘Art for the People’ tours were disseminating ‘the baleful influence of 

“modernistic” art’ around the country -  he nevertheless, by the terms of his response, gives an 

indication of precisely the complacency of the nascent arts establishment (the Royal Academy having 

been at this stage very resolutely replaced), and that disinclination towards radicalism or irmovation 

which Lewis was for his part dedicated to identifying and calling into question.

More damning still was the final charge outlined by Lewis in The Listener, of institutional 

corruption. This was not an accusation he reserved for the Arts Council alone: for Lewis, the entire 

London art world was poisonously corrupt. The limited funds available for the purchase o f work by 

living painters were channelled each year into the purchase o f the work o f a small pool o f artists. The 

Chantrey fund was used exclusively to purchase -  for the national collection -  the work of Royal 

Academicians. The Council and the Tate Gallery had small grants, but these were in Lewis’s eyes 

reserved for the house favourites, and they squandered much larger sums on the exhibitions o f Old 

Masters. O f all the institutions then operating in London, Lewis reserves cautious praise for only one; 

the Contemporary Art Society, a society of private collectors who exhibited works from their own 

collections annually at the Tate. That such ventures had become essential is for Lewis a symptom of 

the beleaguered situation o f visual art in England: ‘We must accept it in England that the artist has 

become the inmate of a very small private world. The drawbacks o f this are obvious. They are those 

a large family unit. Favouritism is an unavoidable curse, all competing for the love o f Papa and o f the

Quoted in Richard Witts, Artist Unknown: An Alternative History o f  the Arts Council, p. 83.
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uncles’ (WLoA, 444). His choice o f terms here is telling. Nepotism and favouritism were the gravest 

dangers of the arms-length model, handing as it did executive powers and a Treasury grant to  

unelected unaccountable and officials.

From the champion of Ford, of production line aesthetics and dehumanisation, Lewis has 

become on the contrary in many respects a humanist critic. His commitment is to an ideal o f rigorous 

meritocracy, only he is now interested in the pragmatics: he is exploring what is achievable rather 

than what the artist can dream. And, having shed the ‘stark geometries’ of his own Vorticist rigouir, 

he is able to outstrip the liberal critics of Bloomsbury and their successors as an advocate o f talent in 

the arts. This is not to claim that Lewis has become in any sense a champion of democracy: his 

position with regards access to the arts, his dread of amateurism, his generally dismissive approach to 

the ‘audience,’ make that clear. But he has come to think of the artist as a worker among other 

workers, the autonomy and opportunity o f each of whom, in their respective occupations, must be 

protected.**’ What has not been sufficiently acknowledged in the extant scholarly work on Lewis is 

this relentless advocacy of the principles of transparency and meritocracy. The establishment o f the 

Arts Council of Great Britain can be seen as a milestone in the professionalisation of the arts in 

England, providing as it did for the first time a form of market shelter for the arts.*’ Against this, 

Lewis’s criticisms are what we would recognise today as the scruples o f professional ethics. The need 

for transparency and meritocracy, the innate despotism, favouritism, and nepotism o f the clique: these 

are challenges inherent in the nature o f all professions, which thinkers in every professional field have 

had to tackle at one stage or another. The arts, in spite of their much-vaunted exceptionalism, face the 

same institutional trials as do the political, legal, or medical professions. It is to the fulfilment o f this 

admirable and necessary function, o f professional whistleblower and advocate of reform, that Lewis 

in the Listener articles addresses his still-bristling intellectual energies. He was pointing out some of 

the fundamental dangers about the nature o f the institutions which were being established at this time

In a letter Lewis addressed to the New Republic, 20 May 1940, he responds to criticism levelled at him by 
Cecil Allen, prompted by his essay, ‘The End o f  Abstract Art’; ‘As to being “more like a businessman than an 
artist” thank god for that! Art is a trade -  not a gentlemanly pastime, nor a weekend amusement for dud 
draughtsmen or ineffectual painters, whose starved vanities find a ready outlet in this way, behind a barrage o f  
pretentious mumbo-jumbo, which any journalist in his spare time, or art-expert, can supply.’ LL, p. 271.
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to oversee the production of art. He was also, as a practising artist and writer, jeopardising his own 

possible support. Which is I think the real value of these articles. For Wyndham Lewis to voice these 

criticisms in 1949, at a time when power and funding in the art world were concentrated in such small 

interlocking enclaves, was a principled gesture of immense, singular, and characteristic boldness.
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Conclusion

Like much else in English culture, the arts were radically altered in the aftermath of the Second World 

War. The Labour landslide of 1945, the implementation of the 1941 Beveridge Report, the 

establishment o f national insurance, family allowances, the NHS, the Arts Council, all amidst the 

rhetoric of a ‘New Jerusalem’ in England: these were heralds of a newly socialist welfare-state which 

many writers and artists viewed with considerable misgiving. Alan Sinfield describes the reactions of 

intellectuals like Stephen Spender, Elizabeth Bowen and Vita Sackville-West to what was seen as an 

encroachment on the idea o f individualism: ‘The panic of literary intellectuals in the face of the post

war state is to be explained substantially by their assumption . . . that the working classes were about 

to take over.’’ This was supplemented by a fear of invasion of the artist’s independence, with the 

emergence of ‘official’ or ‘bureaucratic’ conceptualisations of the arts. Lewis adds his voice to the 

clamour when in The Writer and the Absolute he describes a state of inertia in post-war London, 

describing the contemporary literary scene as ‘a Butlin Camp in an off-month, or a mew's in a once- 

prosperous quarter taken over by small-time spivs and hard-up swells’ (WA, 77); in its place he would 

see established a new ‘Republic of Letters,’ a sort of neutral, independent, artistic corporation, a 

Switzerland of the mind {WA, 51-57). Lewis was not alone in voicing his concerns about the 

inoculation o f the arts in the New Jerusalem.

The Festival of Britain in 1951, however, served for many observers as a valuable 

counterweight to the perception o f artistic decline, providing instead a laudable public demonstration 

o f state-supported art and architecture of exemplary standards, fostered by a Labour government with 

expressly socialist aims. In similar spirit the Arts Council, in spite of Lewis’s opposition, thrived: a 

decade of steady successes through the 1950s was succeeded by one -  under another supportive 

Labour government, and the support of England’s very first Arts Minister, Jennie Lee -  of

' Alan Sinfield, Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain, 2"‘* edn (London: The Athlone Press, 1997), 
p. 44.
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extraordinary achievement. Robert Hewison describes this period as one o f cuhural consensus, 

characterised by cross-party support for state-sponsorship of the arts, of housing, o f healthcare.^ 

Lewis had spent most of his Hfe opposing consensus of whatever sort, seeing in the very spirit of 

consensus itself the great enemy to creativity and individual thought. So his animosity for the Arts 

Council, for the great retrospective exhibitions at the Tate, and for the Festival of Britain, were 

perhaps only to be expected.

For Lewis the arts were important for their capacity to express the individual consciousness of 

the artist. This is a belief already crystallised by the Blast era: Blast is dedicated, as he writes in his 

manifesto, to ‘an art of individuals.’ At the same time however, his Vorticist painting is resolutely 

opposed to the human, committed to an ideal o f eastern non-figurative art, which suppresses the 

individual in the service o f some more general principle of design: his 1914 ‘Red Crowd’ provides 

perhaps the best illustration of this tendency. By the end of his life, however, this contradictory 

impulse, toward the abnegation of the human unit, an impulse with which his earlier individualism 

wrestled, had been finally decisively excised. This is most evident in the ‘Round the London 

Galleries’ series, in which he reviews the paintings of new generations with a generosity o f spirit 

which had been absent from his earlier art criticism. Here the work he selects for praise is important 

for its idiosyncrasy. Braque is praised for his use of the ‘ scribble. ’ Alexander Calder, the American 

mobile sculptor, is criticised as a ‘facetious, idly ingenious, machine-minded man.’  ̂ Barbara 

Hepworth is ranked below Moore for the following reason: ‘If there is, for me, a fault in Mrs

Hepworth’s work, it is to be found in its resemblance to commercial objects, turned out with an

industrial sleekness and s l i c k n e s s . B y  the end of the Second World War the best modem art for 

Lewis is that which resists the streamlined aesthetic o f the mass-produced, the increasingly 

standardised finish of the machine-made. These are tenets he shared with thinkers like Woolf, Fry, 

Bell -  as with William Morris, for that matter -  and they represent a distinct reversion in Lewis’s 

politics. As already outlined, a number o f critics, including Hugh Kenner, Alan Munton and Andrzej

 ̂ This w as, in H ew ison ’s analysis, a consensus w hich w ould be challenged through the 1970s and finally  
displaced by that o f  the Thatcherite revolution. Robert H ew ison, Culture a n d  C onsensus: England, A rt and  
P olitics  since 1940  (London: M ethuen, 1995).
 ̂ From The L istener, 18 January, 1951. WLoA, p. 395.

'* From The L istener, 17 October, 1946. WLoA, p. 406.
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G^siorek have traced a similar trajectory through Lewis’s politics, generally situating a leftist, anti

authoritarian and humanist resolution in the publication, in 1937, of The Revenge fo r  Love. I have 

departed from this position by positing the pivotal moment in Lewis’s development (in ethics toward 

liberal humanism, in aesthetics toward the human figure) much earlier, in Lewis’s reflections upon the 

General Strike. The education this crisis afforded him led, as I have argued, to the development of a 

more humanist individualism, in art as in politics, though, as with all Lewis’s intellectual evolutions, 

its progress was a tortuous one.

Whatever the political or philosophical genealogy, however, the elder Lewis’s standards of 

artistic value were shared by many within the Arts Council movement: individualist, liberal, verging 

on what would come to be criticised as conservative, patrician, and elitist. These are typical of that 

dual process which underlies the professional project, both progressive and market-oriented and at the 

same time reactionary, defensive and mindful of the interests of practitioners. So, while in some cases 

the motivations involved seem to belong to another, often obsolescent era -  as in the case o f James 

McRobert’s ‘Aristotelian magnificence’ or Lord De La Warr’s procession of merry barges -  these 

sorts of ambitions can in fact, in another light, be seen to illuminate the Council’s complex 

professionalism. Certainly such rearguard manoeuvres do not negate the Council’s standing as a 

milestone in the professionalisation o f the arts. It afforded for artists an unprecedented degree of 

market shelter, through direct subsidy, sponsored (and organised) exhibitions and gallery-spaces, and 

(through its selective criteria) an increasing legitimacy for accreditation through the art schools. 

W hat’s more, the Arts Council was, unlike the Academy, at least nominally open and transparent, a 

flagship of opportunity and meritocracy. Perhaps most importantly, however, the establishment of the 

Arts Council constitutes a symbolic victory, a step in the normalisation of the arts as a profession: a 

contribution to its own professional mythology. This is certainly how Keynes and others felt: their 

triumphal rhetoric makes that much plain. Yet, as demonstrated in the last chapter, Lewis came out 

against the Arts Council, detecting precisely that disparity between the fudge it (very proudly) was, 

and the potentially transformative body it could be. It is this uncompromising utopianism which 

ensures the continuing value o f his analysis, in an age like the current one when the arts are 

increasingly regarded either as economic drivers, tourist attractions, or a branch of national PR; one in
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which, at the same time, one branch of the arts is increasingly bureaucratised, tied into the faux- 

corporate officialese of the public sector from which it receives its subsidy, while another more ‘high 

end’ branch is handed over wholesale, as it seems, to the caprice o f private philanthropy and corporate 

sponsorship.

Aims (and Methodologies)

I set out, with this thesis, to explore the historical origins o f this complex scenario. I intended to 

uncover some predecessors for the anodyne official language currently attached to the arts. I also 

wanted to examine the historical processes which have led to the allocation of much of the available 

resources for the arts, under present state-funding conditions, to administration, curatorship and 

various forms of middle-management. Finally I wanted to explore the schism between publicly and 

privately funded arts, a schism which the general shorthand, between ‘commercial’ and ‘subsidised’ 

art, seems insufficient and misleading to describe. To all o f these issues, Lewis still speaks with at 

limes startling relevance. As a painter and art critic, through his own practice, that is, as well as 

through his reflections on art, he addresses the fault-lines o f specialisation, esotericism, difficulty, 

detachment; he argues against corporate sponsorship, interrogates public patronage, and queries the 

iniquities of the economic imbalances which saw so many artists during his lifetime left without 

means to support themselves. He does so, most prominently, through the filter of his writings about 

professionalism. Hence it has been through the study, not o f bureaucracy or officialdom, nor of 

patronage per se, but instead through a sustained interrogation of that related term, professionalism, 

that I was able to contemplate a narrative which could begin to explain and, to some extent, justify, 

the current status and conceptualisation of the arts. In effect I aimed to carve out a sort o f genealogy 

o f modem public funding o f the arts, and found, through Lewis, the thread with which to do so. At 

the same time this thread has also, in turn, served to illuminate and clarify what had seemed some 

intellectual inconsistencies in Lewis’s development as a political but also as an ethical thinker.

To furnish both these aims, it was necessary for me to rely upon a variety of sources, 

historical, sociological and political, alongside the more customary art-historical and literary
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resources. My critical approach has been broadly historicist; my aim has been to trace a narrative 

through the cultural history of a particular era, between 1910 and 1946, as well as through the 

professional life of Wyndham Lewis. I am indebted to the work of the many scholars who have 

contributed to the body of Lewis criticism, a body which has been growing and diversifying 

enormously over the past decade, following the hiatus which succeeded Frederic Jameson’s assault on 

his reputation in 1981. I am also indebted to a number of critics who have looked broadly at 

professionalisation, patronage and marketing in the fields of modernist literary and art history. These 

critics are part of a new generation o f modernist scholarship, in which Wyndham Lewis plays an 

increasingly pivotal role. This thesis set out to make a contribution to both of these projects. Given 

this starting point, the most significant decision with which I was faced was one of selection, given 

Lewis’s dual role as painter and writer; I chose to focus the thesis generally upon the visual arts as in 

some ways the most quintessential medium through which to explore the present-day systems of 

public patronage. W hat’s more, given Lewis’s oft-repeated commitment to the art o f painting, and his 

dedication of a large bulk o f his critical writing to this end, the choice was in some sense made for 

me. That is not to say that a more literary focus might not have borne fruit. In particular, Lewis’s 

1952 study of the new vogue for existentialism, The Writer and the Ahsohite, with its advocacy of the 

non-partisan ‘Republic of Letters,’ would have occupied a significant part of such a study. But to 

expand this thesis to encompass both arts would have entailed a broadening o f focus -  upon the 

economics o f the publishing industry, upon the burgeoning o f English studies, and upon the culture of 

literary reviewing -  which would ultimately, I felt, have diluted and generalised the application of my 

analysis. It is now customary to talk of the ‘arts’ as a sector o f the modem societal framework -  and I 

have done so on occasion in this thesis -  but ultimately the differences in economic structure, 

patronage, institutional history' and landscape, makes any generalisations not only unhelpful, but often 

misleading.
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Chapter by Chapter

Naturally, it was necessary to begin by addressing the extant theoretical material on professionalism 

and professionalisation, both in the close artistic sense and as a wider sociological phenomenon. The 

first chapter o f this thesis set out the etymological terrain: the troubled history o f the terms, 

‘professional’ and ‘amateur’ in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and the implications of 

this linguistic morass for the changing socioeconomic structures, particularly from 1880 onward, of 

England’s professions. Using the sociological insights of Everett Hughes, Magali Sarfatti Larson and 

Eliot Freidson, as well as the literary criticism of Thomas Strychacz, John Marx, Louis Menand, Aim 

L. Ardis and Leonard Diepeveen, amongst others, I isolated two competing models of professionalism 

in pre-war England: that of the ‘Men of 1914,’ utopian, pro-industrial, hyper-masculinist, and against 

it the gradualist, humanistic professionalism of Bloomsbur>’. This latter professional group had its 

philosophical (and in many cases familial) origins in the liberalism of a particular sector of the 

nineteenth century’ upper middle-class, perpetuating a resistance to state intervention in the arts, to 

specialisation, and to standardisation, and creating instead systems o f informal patronage which 

favoured alliances o f artists, dealers and critics joined by friendship rather than artistic programme. 

These concealed networks of influence were the subject of Lewis’s relentless scorn. In The Caliph’s 

Design, in particular, he glosses these informal cultural operations as corrupt power-mechanisms, 

casting instead his alternative model of a rationalised profession o f the arts. Yet, by the end of his 

life, though he would never be reconciled to the individual members o f Bloomsbury, he has 

circumnavigated to a philosophical position not dissimilar from that he had so early criticised.

Having established some of the terms of my analysis, I proceeded, in the second chapter, to 

recreate some of the metaphorical terrain upon which this struggle was enacted. In particular I looked 

at the cultural binarism in early twentieth century England between received ideas of the North and 

the South, and examined Vorticism as, what Lewis himself called it, a Northern art movement. In 

Blast, the industrial centres of the North of England are championed, as sites of efficiency and 

rationalisation. According to Perkin, this rationalisation of industry and management, and the
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concurrent corporatisation of business and government, take place in parallel with the organisation o f  

the professions, and can in fact be considered as the broader societal corollaries of professionalisation 

-  a theoretic construction which enables a reading of Blast as, in some ways, almost a house-joumal 

o f what Perkin calls the professional revolution in England. Allied with these developments was an 

associated discourse o f the ‘American’: the phenomenon o f scientific management seen as an 

American intrusion on the gentlemanly (owner-occupied) and certainly to-date prosperous culture o f 

business in England. Eliot, Pound and Lewis opposed this cultural perspective with their commitment 

to the idea of the ‘pro,’ pointedly foreshortened. In Lewis’s case, these ideas, germinating in Blast, 

become more explicit and sophisticated after the war. In his creation o f the world of the Tyros in the 

early 1920s he imagines a brash, caste-based, anti-humanist utopia, pictorially in direct antagonism to 

the tasteful decoration of the Bloomsbury group. In The Art o f  Being Ruled he proceeds to realise 

what amounts to almost an antithesis o f the liberal dream o f progress: a world without autonomy, 

without agency, except for that ensured to the artist by the autocrat. This guild socialist utopia, a 

successor to that o f the Tyros, sits as an uneasy counterpart to the ‘moronic inferno’ o f the Chelso- 

Bloomsberries. Effectively in this chapter I widened the scope of my initial inquiry, from a critique of 

specific occupational patterns and their sociological parameters, to analysis o f what Perkin sees as a 

broad, even paradigmatic, societal shift in the early part o f the twentieth century: this concept of 

societal professionalisation provides a lynchpin for the material o f the thesis as a whole.

The Lewis of Blast conceived of this shift in relatively binary terms, not having yet attained 

the nuance and oppositional tactics o f his later art criticism. Blast entered into easy, sometimes facile, 

even facetious, rhetorical alliances with the ideology of scientific management, industrial 

rationalisation, and the anti-humanist philosophy of T.E. Hulme. This combination o f allegiances 

culminated, as I argued in my third chapter, in the publication o f The Art o f  Being Ruled in 1926. The 

months following the release of this controversial text constitute, however, a pivotal point in the 

development of Lewis’s politics, which would henceforth edge back toward the humanist middle- 

ground he had earlier denounced. Over the course o f almost a year, a year in which the General Strike 

momentarily paralysed the nation, Lewis’s relations with the Parisian avant-garde soured, and the 

Waterhouses stepped in as long-term patrons o f his work. Following Paul Edwards’s careftil exegesis
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and reconstruction o f the writing of The Man o f  the World, I sought explanations in the events o f that 

obviously pivotal year for what I saw as the distinct retractions, published in January 1927, in an 

‘Appendix’ to ‘The Revolutionary Simpleton,’ a deceptively short document, presented as an 

afterthought, which yet contains the first statement o f Lewis’s revised political ethos after the 

reception o f The Art o f  Being Ruled. 1926 also serves as a structural turning point in the middle of 

this thesis, between engagement with the socioeconomic theory and terminology o f professionalism 

and the narrative o f industrial decline which dominate the first two chapters, to the more broadly 

cultural history of the two that follow.

In the first o f these, I have laid out the cultural groundwork for an analysis o f Lewis’s 

considerably ahered art criticism of the 1930s. My fourth chapter is dedicated to an interrogation of 

the changing patterns o f patronage consequent upon the depression of the early decade, an event 

which saw opportunities for artists evaporate, and demonstrated the devastating lack o f any 

underlying official support for the arts in England. Under such challenging circumstances, some 

radically new conceptualisations of the arts were required, ones which could adapt to the changed 

economic landscape of the decade. Lewis’s disastrous contribution to the political discourse of the 

1930s is better remembered than his more specialised art criticism. However, in a series of essays 

assessing the new ‘revolutionary’ art of the 1930s, he makes a positive and overlooked contribution to 

the conversations about funding and supporting the arts, conversations which were actively laying the 

groundwork for the Arts Council movement during and after the Second World War. Lewis, in this 

series o f essays published in 1934-35, assessed the output of the ‘New Movement,’ as it was called, a 

departure in painting, literature, architecture and design, influenced by developments on the continent 

which far outstripped the radicalism of the Post-Impressionist painters: the architectural revolutions of 

De Stijl, Bauhaus, Le Corbusier. In painting its inheritors were Unit One, designers as well as 

abstract artists, with Herbert Read as their spokesman. This New Movement was in some ways a far 

more professionalised outfit: modelled on the client structure of the corporatised professions, they had 

gone beyond simply the discourse of professionalism and were imagining ways of effecting the 

transition to a fully integrated professional field of the arts, incorporating industrial designers, 

commercial poster artists, architectural engineers and interior decorators. Lewis, the author o f The
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Caliph’s Design, and advocate at that time of precisely such a marriage of the artist and the engineer, 

might have been expected to support this reversal o f artistic mores. Yet by now Lewis’s faith in 

industrial rationalisation has been largely dismantled, replaced by an increasingly humanist and liberal 

critical ethos, and as such he argues against this new advanced, corporate-friendly and at the same 

time ‘communistic’ consensus.

In the fifth and final chapter, I continued this analysis but with a distinct readjustment of 

terms. I examined Lewis’s interactions with and his criticisms of a number of the most significant 

mid-century institutions responsible in one way or another for supporting the arts. This involved a 

dual critical focus. I looked on the one hand at Lewis’s own professional negotiation of the shifting 

terrain of the arts during this period, analysis of which helped to shed light on the terms of his 

increasingly pragmatic art criticism. On the other hand, I sought to examine the broader influence of 

the institutional establishment upon the nature o f the art produced during this period. First of all, the 

Royal Academy stood at this time as a typical gatekeeper institution, a bastion o f one o f the older 

‘status’ professions, resistant to reform, such as can be found in the narrative o f professionalisation 

across many occupational fields. Yet Lewis’s relations with this conservative body are not as clear- 

cut as one might expect from this resolute opponent o f orthodoxy and conservatism; his dealings with 

the Academy in the late-1930s prompt some telling reflections upon Lewis’s self-fashioning as an 

artist. On the other hand, Lewis’s quite fruitful relationship with the BBC demonstrates many of 

those qualities which made the BBC such a significant and progressive organisation for the 

dissemination and, in some cases, the sponsorship, of the interwar arts. Having examined his 

engagement with both these organisations, I proceeded finally to the rift between Lewis and those 

who championed an Arts Council which in many ways corresponded to the body he had advocated 

back in 1935 in his essay for the BBC. His enumeration o f what he sees as the shortcomings of this 

new semi-state body remain valuable to this day as early indictments of a body which at its worst has 

been open to criticisms of elitism, favouritism, and even corruption.

This final schism, in what amounts to a lifetime of schisms, also points to Lewis’s continuing 

utopianism as a critic. He has been dubbed a reactionary, but his criticisms are founded, not upon a 

resistance to change, but on the contrary upon a failure of realisation, a failure to change enough. His
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standard is not one o f an idealised past, but o f an idealised fiiture. He follows T.E. Hulme in 

dismissing the idea o f ‘progress’ as romantic and humanist, yet in fact his entire belief system is 

founded upon a conceptualisation o f progress: a faith in the potentialities o f man to evolve and 

transform. If, as has been argued, we can read in Lewis’s anti-romanticism an even more advanced 

commitment to the romantic ideal o f the individuated self, might not the anti-liberal, anti-humanist 

streak in Lewis’s criticism be read, in particular in his later art criticism, as in fact a restatement o f the 

liberal faith in progress, reform, and the perfectibility of the human; as an enemy of corruption and 

exploitation and a champion, like Arnold, o f meritocracy and opportunity? It is in marrying this new 

liberal individualism with his lifelong, utopian commitment to transparency and meritocracy that 

makes o f his late essays in art criticism such searching, reflexive and sustained interrogations o f the 

received wisdom about the arts, and such potent contributions to our understanding o f the status and 

nature of the arts in a professionalised society.

Value

In his art criticism Lewis provides a framework for thinking about artistic professionalism which 

continues to be relevant in the twenty-first century. He interrogates the failings o f contemporary 

institutions to sufficiently support the arts, and brings to task the faith of his peers in commercialism, 

corporate sponsorship, and state subsidy, modem concepts in the arts that were being developed in the 

interwar period, and which remain in some cases contentious to this day. The fault-line to which 

Lewis’s criticism relentlessly addresses its analysis is the crucial question o f evaluating the arts, and 

this remains an issue of pressing importance in the contemporary art field. In the absence o f any 

positive value system -  the end-point of postmodernism that Lewis seemed already to intuit in the 

experimental deliquescence o f Joyce and W oolf -  their economic value has today come to seem the 

only legitimate justification for the arts. All other value systems have been discredited, many o f them 

justly, on the basis o f exclusivity, but others simply on grounds of a philosophical inquiry which 

discredits the idea of intellectual valuation itself This is a line of inquiry which has been approved 

within the university, particularly within English studies, by a continuing, though increasingly
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fraught, commitment to ‘theory.’ This critical struggle within the university might explain why the 

modernism of Lewis -  sceptical, oppositional, resisting precisely this collapse of value-judgements -  

has come to seem, in the recent resurgence o f modernist studies, central. This revised, historicised 

and de-heroised modernism is one with a very different centre o f balance to that which emerged out o f 

the mythological efforts of the New Critics. It is less ideologically assimilable, certainly, but it 

remains in spite o f this -  or because of it? -  ideologically crucial.

Professionalism has been, for a small thread of critics, pivotal to this reassessment. In the 

course of this thesis, I have attempted to provide a new model for considering the professionalism of 

the arts from an organisational and operational perspective -  rather than focussing upon the scientific 

discourse of modernist criticism. As such I have postulated a dual model for analysing the diverging 

professionalisms o f the early twentieth century, a binarism which is of course in many ways a 

simplification, and to which I am sure further categories and qualifications might be added. Lewis 

prided himself on his (partial) ‘American-ness,’ a quality he saw as separating him from his more 

‘refayned’ and in many ways circumscribed English peers. He was bom, as he was fond o f saying, in 

a yacht off Nova Scotia. And perhaps it was, as he at one point suggests, this shared origin of Pound, 

Eliot, and himself, which allowed him to sidestep the treacherous linguistic pitfalls of the 

‘professional.’ Certainly this imagined community o f individuals -  this mythologisation o f the ‘Men 

of 1914’ -  served as an ongoing marker for Lewis’s self-identification. Marshall McLuhan recounts a 

telling anecdote about Lewis during the period they were acquainted in Canada and the US:

In St. Louis, Lewis came down to visit and to do some paintings. And I managed to 

persuade him to read something from One-Way Song for our little home recorder.

And it was most interesting to observe Lewis upon hearing his own voice. He just 

simply roared with laughter! In all the years preceding it had never occurred to him 

that he had essentially an English voice. Anyone who reads Lewis doesn't tend to get 

a very strong English effect or English enunciation from his prose. And Lewis 

himself apparently had nourished the idea that he spoke with a rugged American

280



accent. And so he just went into fits of laughter when he heard this very Enghsh

voice coming forth.^

Whether because o f this sense o f his Americanism or not, Lewis held no purchase with the ‘prestige’ 

of professionalism, its social or class cache in English society. His professionalism is organised on 

the contrary along rational occupational or craft-based lines. His is, at its most Quixotic, and also its 

most professionalist, a vision of a ftiture in which class has disappeared, a future for which the west 

still hopes.

In the course of this study, I have situated Lewis in the context o f an array o f intellectual and 

political contemporaries from outside the boundaries of literaiy modernism. In fact, for the most part, 

I have avoided the term ‘modernism’ wherever possible. Considered in the context o f the wider study 

of the literature of the early twentieth-century, the parameters o f ‘modernism’ have become, in many 

ways, counterproductive: as Chris Baldick recently argued, modernism has become a value-judgement 

in itself, a marker o f canonisation.^ This is a critical quandary o f considerable importance, but it is 

one which, with this thesis, I have sidestepped. Rather, my aim with this thesis was to contribute 

something to the broader cultural history of the period, to outline the basis o f a genealogy of late 

twentieth-century arts patronage, and finally, to contribute to the growing revisionist assessment of 

Lewis’s politics, pioneered by critics like G^siorek and Munton. Thereby I hope to have 

demonstrated a somewhat unfamiliar version of Lewis, one indebted to Arnold and Ruskin, and 

before them Swift, a searingly critical opponent of corruption and venality, a vocal advocate of the 

arts, a relentlessly oppositional -  and, what’s more, even a moral -  thinker, uncompromising, 

foolhardy, wrongheaded, vitriolic, challenging, and vital.

 ̂ Transcribed from an interview with Marshall McLuhan: audio included in the special Wyndham Lewis number 
o f  artscanada, 114 (November, 1967).
 ̂Chris Baldick outlined this provocative argument as part o f  his keynote address at a conference on M averick 
Voices and Modernity, 1890-1939, in the University o f Durham, on 6 July, 2013.
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A p p e n d ix

F ig u re  1. W yndham  Lewis, A Reading o f  Ovid (Tyros) (1920-1). National Galleries Scotland.
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Figure 2. Wyndham Lewis. A Tyro About to Breakfast (1920-1). Photograph provided by Topfoto.





F ig u re  3. W yndham L e w s ,  Edith Sitwell (\921>-^S). Held in the Tate Collection.
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Figure 4. W yndham  Lewis, Mr Wyndham Lewis as a Tyro ( 1920-1 ). Ferens Art Gallery, Hull City
M useum s and Art Gallery.
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Figure 5. Wyndham Lewis, T.S. Eliot (1938). Durban Municipal Art Gallery.
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