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C.R.W. Nevinson: ‘Bad Boy Modernist’ by Sue Malvern 

 

OK, I’m not wired up so I hope you can hear me fine. I want to talk quite a lot 

about Nevinson’s work in the 20s and 30s leading up to the second world war, 

but in order to do that I need to, I think it’d be, some account of what he did 

during the First World War, but we’ll sort of get there. In 1936 The Star 

newspaper termed Nevinson eternally ‘the bad boy among the artists’, and the 

reason why they were writing about Nevinson in ’36 was it was advance publicity 

for his memoirs, and Nevinson’s book appeared the following year as ‘Paint and 

Prejudice’. In the interview with The Star he explained that he was writing his 

autobiography extremely urgently, as the fear that no-one would be around to 

read it declaring, I think with a degree of insight, "I will live to see the destruction 

of Europe." He died in 1946. Nevinson’s standing among critics and the general 

public was based almost entirely on the reputation he established in the First 

World War as a war artist. He was really one of the very first artists to exhibit in 

London works based on first-hand experience, which careful research 

establishes is basically a brief excursion to the front as an ambulance driver. But 

an example here is a bursting shell. One of his very first works was ‘Returning To 

The Trenches’ shown at the London Group in 1915, alongside Jacob Epstein's 

'Rock Drill', which is down in the left hand corner. The newspaper which 

published this extremely important photograph described the images it had 

collected together as 'War as the Futurist Sees it', and Nevinson had been 

identified before the war as a London Futurist artist. 'Returning to the Trenches', 

which shows French troops rushing headlong into the front line seems very much 

indebted to the Italian Futurist Risolas 'La Revolto', which was shown in London 

before the war period. However, the work which absolutely confirmed Nevinson 

as THE leading avant-garde painter of the war was ‘La Mitrailleuse’, painted in 

1915, and then presented to the Tate, which was then just on Millbank, in 1917 

by the contemporary arts society. ‘La Mitrailleuse’ also very closely resembles 

the drawing by Gaudier-Brzeska called ‘Mitrailleuse en Action’, which the 

sculpture was sent to the London Group in 1915 before he was killed at the front 

the very same year. So the reference to Gaudier firms Nevinson as an avant-

garde artist of new modern war paintings, and the presentation of the work to the 

Tate Gallery then confirms this. So here we have a war artist with a body of work 

which is new and exciting and avant-garde. A year later, however, Nevinson's 

style began to change, and works touch else for example 'The Doctor’, and ‘La 

Patrie'. It was less abstracted and more realist, almost, you might say, illustrative. 

He was then, after this work, taken up as an official war artist by Wellington 

House, which was a government propaganda organisation, who gave him the 

http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=2272
http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=2272
http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=2272
http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=2272
http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=2272
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nevinson-la-mitrailleuse-n03177
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nevinson-la-mitrailleuse-n03177
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nevinson-la-mitrailleuse-n03177
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nevinson-la-mitrailleuse-n03177
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nevinson-la-mitrailleuse-n03177
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20221
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20221
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20221
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20221
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20221
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104
http://www.bmagic.org.uk/objects/1988P104


TRANSCRIPT      
   

COPYRIGHT PROTECTED   2   

facilities to visit the front. Then his painting style became decidedly more muted, 

and indeed it gave rise to concerns by his employers, the government, that he 

might want to regiment his style to gain official approval. Wellington House was 

extremely anxious to provide evidence that their artist’s work was not 

compromised. There was also a rather predictable rumpus about censorship, 

when the censor of the artist's work at the front line, Colonel A.N. Lee,  attempted 

to censor this painting by Nevinson, called ‘A Group of Soldiers’, and he wanted 

to censor it because he said the types were not worthy of the British Army. 

Wellington House then protested that this was not a legitimate argument for 

censuring a work of art. Lee then settled on censoring this work instead, which is 

'Paths of Glory', his argument being that he couldn’t show dead bodies in public. 

Nevinson then inflamed the whole situation by exhibiting it with a strip of brown 

paper obscuring the bodies with the label 'censured' and of course everybody 

knows what it is they're not allowed to see. So he makes censorship very, very 

explicit.  Nevinson's culminating work of the war was a very large canvas called 

'Harvest of Battle', largely painted in 1919. It a commission painting for a project 

at the  Ministry of Information, which replaced Wellington House, for a project 

they called ‘The British War Memorials Committee' and almost every significant 

British artist was commissioned by this committee to produce a canvas. The 

imagery of 'Harvest of Battle' was based on scenes of 'Passioned Art’, which 

Nevinson visited in 1917 when he was an official artist. The painting is 10 ft. by 6 

ft. Intended to be one of a number of major canvases which were all the same 

size, by significant British artists, it was meant to summarise the meaning of The 

Great War for British Art. It was also a summative war painting for Nevinson, sort 

of crowning a very highly successful career, really as Britain’s best known First 

World War Artist. And 'Harvest of Battle' is painted with an account of British 

Realism, and borders on being apocalyptic (the projector’s making it a lot more 

high contrast than it is. It's also distinctly grey-er and geen-er, it's making it look 

rather warm and rather contrasting when it isn't. It's much a dreary painting). 

'Harvest of Battle' depicts a moment at dawn, showing the terrain after infantry 

have passed following a creeping barrage which is still taking place on the 

horizon. A column of soldiers trudges from right to left, receding into the cold light 

of dawn. Captured German prisoners of war, they don’t have any guns so we 

know that they're prisoners, are assisting wounded soldiers accompanied by 

British troops who are the only ones carrying guns. The visual space of the 

canvas is also very strange, is elliptical, it's a sort of curved space which bends 

back into the pictorial space. It’s like a kind of space of a panoramic photograph, 

you can imagine a panorama that recedes away from you. And Nevinson would 

surely have known the panoramic photographs of William Rider Rider, who was a 
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British Photographer who worked for the Canadians. You've got a very large 

photograph, which is not a Rider Rider above the staircase, it's Barth [audio 

unclear] who worked with the Australians. The space in Nevinson’s painting is 

very strange and very disconcerting, as I’ve said, and there’s also something very 

otherworldly, quite apocalyptic about the scene. The two dead soldiers are (one's 

at the foreground) (ooo it does get dark doesn’t it? It's really more legible than 

that) repeated from ‘Paths of Glory’, so immediately you can make the 

connection. You see that the forms of those figures are almost the same, which 

have been famously censored. But it also, the painting also has the addition of 

another dead soldier, who's not recently dead, because the body is partly 

decomposed and rigor mortis has set in. So to summarise, by the end of the war 

Nevinson had published three monographs of war paintings, one by an art critic 

called P.G.  Connady, one by a man called Crawford Flitch, and then also an 

official publication 'British   

Artists at the Front'. He held two exhibitions at the Leicester Galleries of war 

paintings, and Leicester Galleries in the First World War were the leading avant-

garde dealers of the day, and he'd shown there in 1916 and in 1918. He’d had a 

work presented to the Tate, numerous other works were in public collections, 

principally the Imperial War Museum, established in 1917, and also he had works 

in Canada. So he was basically Britain’s leading War artist. We would now, I 

think in the 21st Century, think that Paul Nash was Britain's leading war artist for 

the First World War, but the First World War would have Nevinson at the top. In 

the mid-1930s, when The Star had called him a 'bad boy', his work was again 

highly visible. In part the renewal of interest in Nevinson war paintings was a 

consequence of new publications and exhibitions. In 1931 John Rothenstein, who 

had become director of the Tate, published 'British Artists and the War', which 

consisted of a short essay that was directed against Roger Fry, who promoted 

formalist aesthetics and was against war painting and war artists. Rothenstein 

was writing a case for taking this art seriously, and he also accompanied the 

book of short essays with a lot of reproductions, and works by Nevinson such as 

'La Patrie' which you've seen, and was then in a private collection, and other 

works such as ‘The Road from Arras to Bapaume' in 1917 in the Imperial War 

Museum were reproduced in many press notices that accompanied the 

publication of Rothenstein's book. In 1936 the Imperial War Museum, with its 

major collection of official art, including Nevinson's, moved to the Imperial 

Institute in South Kensington, before it was at the Imperial Institute it had been in 

Crystal Palace at Sydenham, so it had taken the Imperial War Museum a while to 

arrive anywhere or visit it. And it re-opened in the former Bethlam Hospital in 

Southwark, and its visitor numbers increased enormously. Coinciding with the 
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publication of his autobiography in 1937 Nevinson also wrote a series of articles 

for the Sunday Despatch that included two about his war experience titled ‘My 

crime was this: I painted what I saw’ and the second one was called 'I visit the 

forbidden zone', in which he gave an actually quite straightforward account of the 

censorship of his 'Paths to Glory'. Both these articles, re-printed in 1937, clearly 

intended to be read as condemnations of the First World War, and many of the 

paintings that were re-produced with the articles were still at stand so   

'Roads to France', the final panel was reproduced. This is one part of 4 canvases 

called ‘The Roads to France’, and the last one is the troop disappearing into the 

devastated front line landscape. 'The Harvest of Battle' was re-produced (we've 

seen that quite a lot), and also a version he painted in 1924 of 'Harvest of Battle', 

which he called ‘Glittering Prizes’, no-one can find this painting so you'll have to 

make do with extremely grainy reproductions from newspapers, it's the best we 

can do. So there’s a new visibility in the mid-1930s, but publications and 

exhibitions only account for part of the reason these works seemed newly 

relevant to audiences in the 1930s. The tenth anniversary of the ending of the 

war saw a flood of war memoirs appear in print. The war poets were also re-

published and new films were produced, such as Lewis Milestone's 'All quiet on 

the Western front' 1930, based on Eirch Maria Remarque novel, which was first 

published in English in 1929, and Frank Borzage’s film version of Hemingway’s 'A 

Farewell to Arms' 1932. This is also the period where the artist Stanley Spencer 

completed the painted narrative of his war experiences at Boclair in 1932. But 

these new books, poems, films, etc., also reached a new audience, and this was 

specifically an audience consisting of a generation too young to have fought in 

the First World War, so they were inheriting a kind of memory of this war. And the 

re-shaping of war memories, because this is what's going on, we're reshaping 

how our nation thinks about its First World War experience, the reshaping of war 

memories and this new reception of war imagery also coincided with the stock 

market crash, the onset of the Great Depression, the rise of fascism. Cultural 

preoccupation of the Great War was also marked with a sort of growing in 

widespread anxiety about the inevitability of a new European conflict, but also put 

an end to the myth that it had been prevailed in the First World War, that the 

Great War was the war to end all wars; it became no longer sustainable to 

believe this. Anxieties about war were then accelerated when the 1932 world 

disarmament conference collapsed with the withdrawal of Germany after Hitler 

came to power in '33. And Fascism itself was a direct threat to cultural freedom, 

often focussed on modern art and avant-garde writers. In 1935, the year the 

German National Socialist first condemned modern art as degenerate, Jacob 

Epstein’s controversial un-modernist Hyde Park relief called 'Rima' was defaced 
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by the Independent Fascist League. When Nevinson's epic war paintings, such 

as 'The Harvest of Battle' were therefore re-produced in the 1930s they stood, by 

this time they could stand for the Italian [Audio Unclear] indictment of the tragedy 

of a wasted generation and the birth of war. At the same time there's also an 

ominous premonition of the war that was expected to come. So their meanings 

shifted from ‘18. So, when the Star called Nevinson the ‘bad boy’ amongst the 

modernists, it was summarising a career of courting controversy and press 

coverage, beginning with this association with Italian Futuristic Bizzario 

Maliavente in 1914. Sustained throughout the 20s and 30s by frequent rumpuses 

in the press, often carefully orchestrated by the artist himself. It is not coincidental 

that at the high point of controversy over Epstein’s Rima panel, The Hudson 

Memorial made in 1925 Nevinson demanded, rather absurdly, that the Tate 

should remove his La Mitrailers from its collections because he was ashamed of 

it. He's just cashing in as a row going on about modernists going just so 

Nevinson says he starts a rumpus in order to get his share of the sort of 

degeneration of modern art. The star when they called him a ‘bad boy’ 

emphasised that this badness was a consequence of his non-conformity called 

him a 'revolutionary among the artists. The question that it arises is whether or 

not Nevinson’s rebellion equals a coherent intellectual position or, put another 

way, just how much integrity was there in Nevinson's practices, including his 

politics, and extending to his war paintings. It is a question that exercised serious 

art critics in the second half of the Great War when Nevinson's work turned to 

realism as I've shown you, the sort of visual grain that's typical of 'Harvest of 

Battle' and the 'Road to France’. And in the 1930s the ambivalence of Nevinson’s 

works closed between the specialisms of modern art and vulgar illustrative 

narrative continued to pre-occupy critics. Anthony Blum, famous for his downfall 

as a spy and as the keeper of the Queen's pictures, but rightfully as an art critic in 

the 30s, Anthony Blum wrote in The Spectator about his show at the Leicester 

Galleries in 1934, and called him “facile and frivolous”. The New Statesman 

called his work “a curious and fascinating jumble”, and critical appraisal of work 

never managed to establish a kind of critical consensus, he was often lampooned 

or put down as a sort of bit of a clown, or an inconsistent artist an incoherent 

artist. It doesn't get any better in the Twenty and Twenty-First centuries. Recently 

Richard Ingleby, who wrote a catalogue for the major retrospective of Nevinson's 

work, described him as “really a conservative figure”, which is hardly compatible 

with The Star's view of him as the 'bad boy of modernism'. And the question of 

the integrity of Nevinson’s practice is compounded by just how disparate his 

works are, and I think I’ve given you a flavour of the First World War works, just 

lurching from sort of abstract geometric works to realist illustrative works all in the 
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same body of practice. The time flew to 1930, and in the strict sense Mr 

Nevinson can hardly be said to have any artistic aims, and in the 1920s and 30s 

he produced many paintings and prints of cityscapes, usually London and New 

York, occasionally Paris, along with stylised landscapes and images of urban 

living. Any wintery day, sorry, 'Any Wintery Afternoon in England' is a football 

match set in an industrial landscape near Loostly, facilitates futurist style. This is 

a competent but scarcely, I think, an exceptional image. The Truth, which was 

another journal in the period wrote "When he is out to be a serious painter, he is 

dull". And there are other works from the period that are cursory of flatly painted 

and somewhere intellectual ambition ceased to exceed painterly investment. This 

is particularly the case with the series of allegories that Nevinson began around 

1930, known as his ‘Problem Pictures’, and we're going to now set the scene so 

we can look at Nevinson's 'Problem Pictures'. These first appeared, first began to 

appear, in his eighth solo exhibition at the Leicester Galleries in 1930 and they 

included 'Culture Modern', an image of sunbathers in the Mediterranean, and 

'Sex Appeal' (should be…there it is), a satire on the film industry, which he re-

tried to comment on vulgarity, or world definition of beauty and grace when it 

showed in 1934, and a monumental picture of himself with his wife and a cat 

(there it is) which he titled: ‘There’s Nothing to Lose, Not Even Chains’. In 1931 

he showed 'Pan Triumphant' an allegory of New York at the National Societies 

(that's 'Pan Triumphant’ there). The reason why you get these grotty images is 

that none of these have survived. They’ll turn up in someone’s garage, I'm sure, if 

you spot one, there are rather a lot of dealers anxious to leap in on this, but they 

don't seem to be around. Reviewers at the time, well, most of these paintings use 

fragmentation and overlapping images, as is found in his pre-war futurist works, 

and reviewers at the time said that they were reminiscent of cinematic montage, 

montaging has some currency in the 30s. With 'Nothing to Lose, Not Even 

Chains' includes glimpses of soldiers marching with bayonets, troops embarking 

on a ship and a telegram that's inscribed with text (there’s some text, oh, ones’ 

got text, the other hasn’t) but the text which says things like 'Modern Modern 

Press Press News News'. Flying above the artist's head is a bat. These were 

known as 'Problem Pictures’, and the press would circulate advance notice of 

exhibitions, with reproductions to entice the audience and referred to them as 

“modern problem pictures”. These proxy so called 'Popular Pictures' were very 

popular at the Royal Academy in the late 19th and early 20th century, and Leeds 

art gallery has a whole room of them just down at the end, you now know how to 

deal with 'Problem Pictures'. These were illustrative paintings that depicted often 

indeterminate narratives. Most often they involve female figures, and they were 

designed to provoke viewers into devising different solutions to the moral issued 
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that they supposedly posed. When the academy shows open problem pictures 

they were eagerly anticipated, and they were often debated in letters of 

competition run in newspapers. Pamela Fletcher, who has written the book on 

problem pictures, has argued that such paintings are very much about 

communication and modern life, and they parallel develop in forms of advertising, 

so that you (the viewer), your desires are stirred by the problem picture much 

akin to the way your desires are mobilised by commodities and advertisements. 

So she says, therefore, artistic meaning itself becomes a commodity. But she 

also says, interestingly, the problem picture crosses the boundary from poetic 

ambiguity, something that all art since the Renaissance has valued. That you can 

have an indeterminate narrative, that this is celebrated as poetic ambiguity, which 

is proper to fine art, into popularist problem solving, so that problem pictures, she 

says, are anti modern. They are usually pitched to unsophisticated viewers and 

they'd become dead ends, and they don’t appear in the vaults of modern 

paintings.   

Nevinson's problem pictures in 1930 were intended certainly to supply newspaper 

copy.  

Photographs of 'Nothing to Lose, Not Even Chains’ were released in advance of 

the exhibition, and then in reproductions published after the show’s opening the 

text 'modern press in news' has been painted out, presumably to make it more of 

a puzzle. From the press responses, which you can read in these enormous 

volumes that are now held in the Tate archives, there's volume after volume of 

press cuttings about Nevinson, P.G Connaldy, long a champion of the artist, 

supplied a requisite attempt at interpretation, and in rather acid terms he wrote 

about 'With Nothing to Lose, Not Even Chains "The title can be regarded only as 

an attempt as mystification on the artist's part, for the meaning of the picture of 

not its entangled construction seems quite clear. [Transcriber Note: This is 

written as delivered, but meaning is not understood] The bat,” he suggested 

ironically, “indicates the shadows thrown on the artist’s life by envious detractors 

and critics.” These problem pictures were recognisably modern, so that knocks 

on the head that this is a 19th century thing that doesn't lead to any possibilities 

of modern art, but they're also in a way intended to be accessible to broad 

audiences, even though their style, they're thinking, is a rather reductive version 

of futurism by cubism. And the review of the Plymouth based Weston Morning 

News and Mercury was self-confessed “old fashioned ideals”, provided an 

appropriately provincial perspective on the work. "The work he wrote represented 

the age we live in", I quote, an age about normal speed of unrest, and to use an 

Americanism that rather smarty superficiality which has invaded most of our great 

cities (it's a splendid idea, Smarty Superficiality). Smarty superficiality is more of 



TRANSCRIPT      
   

COPYRIGHT PROTECTED   8   

an issue with the allegories that Nevinson exhibited at his next solo show at his 

next show at the Leicester galleries in 1934, which Anthony Blunt called "facile 

and frivolous". These included 'Crucify', 'Sacrifice', a symbolic picture suggested 

by the relation of race and cult of human sacrifice, which is now known as 'The 

Unending Cult of Human Sacrifice' and the last is known to survive, so it's in the 

Imperial War Museum's collections, and could I say quite boldly that that's an 

enormously, irredeemably bad painting, but you can offer some defences after 

the lecture if you want. Another one of these paintings is called ‘They All Know 

the Way, a symbolic satire on fascist socialist capitalist hedonist (audio unclear). 

The Sketch published a selection under the heading 'The Modernisms of C.R.W. 

Nevinson’. Well more of this new work was a pre-occupation with contemporary 

politics.    

He ended this year with the publication of a novel called ‘Exodus A.D: A Warning 

to Citizens.’ I have read the book in places like the British Library, so I’ve never 

seen the dust jacket, and I tracked down a re-production of it, and there's actually 

a proper copy of the dust jacket in the show that's currently at Birmingham, and 

it’s much more colourful, it’s sort of splattered with blood-marks. It's a much more 

vibrant image, the dust jacket cover. What Exodus Ad does is predicts gas 

bombardment and aerial bombardment, and it's very much in the same genre as 

H.G. Wells 'The Shape of Things to Come', 1933 which was then the best basis 

of Alexander Korda’s epic science fiction film 'Things to come' 1935 which is 

readily available on YouTube, so you can go play with this Korda film, which is 

very, very uncanny in the way it predicts aerial bombardment. It also has a 

sculpture from the future who's modelled on Epstein. The jacket of Nevinson’s 

novel 'Exodus Ad', the other author is the wife of a Russian sculptor, Princess 

Mariya Troubetzkoy is illustrated with another one of the allegories, called 'Ave 

Homo-Sapiens' which he then showed at the Royal Society of Painters, and was 

re-produced in 1935. The last, (and that’ a relief) in the whole series was 'The 

Twentieth Century' shown at the Royal Institute of war painters in 1935, and 

described as a cartoon for a mural decoration of a public building or seat of 

learning, and deafened by the clash between saw, a mechanical invention, race 

hydrology and the regimentation of youth, dated about CA 1935. In 1943 

Nevinson presented this painting to Line Art Gallery, Newcastle, where it still is 

(so it's the other one that's still extant). These paintings all use a similar formula 

of a montage of imagery, usually incorporating marching troops and bayonets, 

and in fact the appearance of the marching troops is where they begin to get 

quite interesting and can tie these into the theme your lecture series 'The First 

World War'. The unending cult of human sacrifice includes a nun, two angels or 

saints, all sporting halos, priests, and a crucifix, and then an array of armies 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqH1jyiHCyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqH1jyiHCyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqH1jyiHCyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqH1jyiHCyo
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ranging from crusaders on horseback, to modern howitzers and bombers. So it 

seems to be a kind of historic chronology of forms of troops really back dating 

from the Crusades. The foreground is filled with three naked dead bodies, 

pierced with bayonets (suddenly you'll see these ghastly images right at the front 

as soon as I mention them) so it's not only that this is a gruesomely bad painting, 

it's a gruesomely bad subject as well. ‘The 20th Century’ (I won't read out the 

whole title again) has a badly drawn version of Rodin’s anti-hero 'Thinker' (It took 

me a while to find something on the net, The Thinker's orientated the right way, 

so it's that at the bottom), which is also re-worked in the gas mask colossus in 

‘Ave Homo-Sapiens' The figure broods amidst a cityscape of skyscrapers, 

aeroplanes, troops and bayonets. Flags, including a Union Jack, the red flag of 

revolution, and a swastika, range over crowds addressed by heckling 

demagogues in a city of mass hysteria. Here the soldiers, evidently Great War 

troops emerge open mouthed from the fog of the city, like ghosts, people in the 

unconscious of modernity. The image is framed with a riveted steel girders, cog 

wheels and a chain, making clear that this is an image of modern war. The 

subtitle of '20th Century', that long paragraph indicates that Nevinson imagined it, 

perhaps ironically, as a mural for a public location or a modern version of a 

history painting. And London admonitory, for this is an admonitory canvas, it's 

one that is stirring up memories, and some fantasies, and some fears and 

anxieties, and projecting it onto the modern city. And this admonitory, but also 

apocalyptic imagery, the idea that what's coming is Armageddon, complete   

destruction of the world, is not entirely absent from the British Art in the period. 

Eric Kennington, for example carved 'The War God', (which you’ve got here), and 

is a squat malevolent figure, which he demanded. It seems to have started off as 

a portrait of General Plumer, and then he amended it in 1935 to make it resemble 

Mussolini, and then exhibited it in the Artist's National Exhibition called 'Artists 

against fascism and war' where it's titled 'Mammon'.    

The mid-1930s was a period when artists began to organise political forums to 

protest against fascism and war. In Britain the primary organisation was The 

Artist's International Association, that included artists of all persuasions, from the 

avant-gardes, such as Henry Moore, Paul Nash, and Eric Gill, to much more 

established figures, such as Muirhead Bone, who was Britain's first official war 

artist, and also a trustee of the imperial war museum and the Tate. You get 

Augustus John, who's prominent in these, he is a very fashionable society 

painter, but he's also prominent in anti-fascist, anti-war artist’s organisations. 

Collectivising to represent liberty and freedom of expression, they gained much 

more impetus with the breakout of the Spanish Civil war in '36. Numerous artists 

made works of art to raise funds for the republican cause, or participated in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Thinker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Thinker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Thinker
http://www.leedsartgallery.co.uk/gallery/listings/l0058.php
http://www.leedsartgallery.co.uk/gallery/listings/l0058.php
http://www.leedsartgallery.co.uk/gallery/listings/l0058.php
http://www.leedsartgallery.co.uk/gallery/listings/l0058.php
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demonstrations against the government's policy of non-intervention. Nevinson, 

despite his standing as a war artist and the visibility of his war paintings in the 

1930s was not a participant in any of these forums, so this is where we get into 

talking to you about the huge ambivalence, about whether or not apocalyptic 

imagery, war imagery, is definitely anti-war, or not.    

Nevinson's absence from these anti-war, anti-fascist activisms in the 30s raises 

all sorts of questions about the complexity and illusiveness with political position, 

and the reason why it's relevant is the 30s was an age where it's not possible to 

be neutral about the pressures that faced intellectuals and artists. Nevinson had 

had a long standing association with Futurism and Marinetti, and in the 1920s he 

had sometimes sported a black shirt, leading him to be compared to the Italian 

Fascists. In 1928 everybody's weekly claimed that Mussolini was one of his 

patrons. Nevinson was a founding member and vice-chairman of the National 

Society in 1934; he was to go on to chair the organisation, which was established 

to provide an annual exhibition on behalf of artists, it said, of every creed and 

outlook. Prominent members included Leon Onderboard, based in Hammersmith, 

and extended to artists, such as Henry Moore and Eileen Agar. And this group 

had such a short lived journal called 'The Island' with a platform of opposition to 

commercialists within art and the promotion of spirituality. In the fourth and last 

issue Nevinson published 'The praise of modern art in England', in which he 

denounced Marinetti as the John the Baptist of fascism for his deplorable 

chauvinism, and the harmful antagonism that he provoked in the avant-garde. 

The same year, however, he described in an article, titled ‘Italian Modern Art’ 

perhaps bizarrely 'My friend Marrinetti', and traced the genealogy of fascism from 

futurism and also discussed Boccioni, who was an Italian Futurist sculptor who 

was killed in the war, who he said that futurists and fascist movements, are a lot 

to his pugnacity and energy. So on the one hand he seems to be condemning 

fascism, and on the other he can write strongly in favour of fascism. So it's 

extremely difficult to untangle from the evidence of his work, as we've seen, and 

from his writings; it consists of political position. On the one hand he published a 

belligerent and truculent denouncement on all aspects of contemporary culture 

that were often conservative, it looked like endorsements of Mussolini. On the 

other hand he was prominently associated with middle-ground art groups, even in 

the undermans, with a taste for romantic, almost pacifist lyricism. His large-scale 

montage 'Problem Pictures' are no easier to decipher. Subject matter is 

melodramatic, their meanings seem superficial, and their aesthetic merit is 

questionable.    
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So I've spent a lot of time working on Nevinson; you can see my problems. How 

on earth am I going to rescue him? In ’36, however, Nevinson did make a 

contribution, which is much more clearly an anti-fascist position. He sent 'The 20th 

Century' to an exhibition titled D.O.O.D, (I’m not going to try read it in Dutch). It's 

the Olympics under dictatorship, and it's abbreviated to  

D.O.O.D, which in Dutch is 'Do', which translates as death. And it was organised 

in Amsterdam to protest the Berlin Olympics then being held. And Nevinson sent 

'The 20th century' to this very large exhibition, and he was part of the British unit 

who sent works to support the protesting against the fascists holding the Berlin 

Olympics. Events between 1931 and ‘36, including Italy's invasion of Abyssinia in 

‘35, and Mussolini’s’ declaration of empire in ‘36, made the issues at stake very 

clear. By 1935, when Nevinson first exhibited 'The 20th Century' the image of the 

tape and the totalitarian state was fully formed. The cult of Il Duce in Italy is 

usually assumed to have been inaugurated by the 1932 Mostra della Rivoluzione 

Fascista in Rome, where a display in 23 rooms set out to tell the story of the 

fascist revolution in Italy, culminates in a Sale De Duce. And the visual 

propaganda of dictatorship, for which the myth of Mussolini provided the 

paradigm, made particular use of montage, (and I've montaged a few Italian 

fascist montages), photo montages of mass rallies were often combined with 

enlarged images of the leader, viewed from bellow to emphasise his superhuman 

status. To which Nevinson's political allegories of 1935, especially 'The 20th 

century' can be counterpoised. While totalitarian and fascist propaganda 

celebrated technical proficiency and modernity through the use of photo montage 

or idealised super-realism, 'The 20th Century' is painterly and confused, where 

images of the fascist leader emphasised his invincibility and far-sighted-ness, 

Nevinson’s version of The Thinker is boggeddown in brooding introspection.    

The 1930s were an era when political agendas were self-consciously pursued, 

and taking a position on contemporary events was a necessity. It was also a 

period of anxieties and premonitions. In Britain, these were often articulated 

around fear of the return of war and apprehensions that future wars would mean 

aerial bombardment and invasion. It became impossible to say in fiction that 

Britain was an island fortress, impregnable and invulnerable, just as it was no 

longer possible to describe in fiction that the Great War was the war to end all 

wars. In his political satires, especially 'The 20th Century' and 'Ave Homo-

Sapiens' Nevinson cantered his depictions on enlarged male bodies of 

antiheroes, set in a montage of imagery, including swirling crowds and the 

masses. These forms were borrowed from cinema, but also from the political 

propaganda of dictatorships, especially Mussolini and Italian fascism. Nevinson's 

gigantic brow-beaten and downcast male figures however did not inspire 
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confidence. Moreover these are, I argue quite passionately, unattractive 

canvases that are cursorily painted and deeply confused. And throughout the 

1920s (oh, that's the end) and 30s Nevinson pastured as a bon viveur, a 

socialite, though at the same time he constantly complained of being persecuted. 

Nevinson's persona, his endless pursuit of publicity, and courting and 

controversy, even his brief flirtation of fascism, amounted to the performance of a 

wounded masculinity, but could also be read as a parody paranoia and self-

importance of the dictator. In the end, although Nevinson’s posturing and his 

work were ambivalent and contradictory, earning a notoriety as English 

modernisms ‘bad boy’, does not add up to an image that is in any way useful for 

the promotion of fascism.   

   

   
    
   

   


