




















































































































































































































Other Listener reviews by Wyndham Lewis
Eric Gill, Art (26 September 1934)

[Another review]
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26 SEPTEMEER 1634

Books and cAuthors

THE LISTENER

545

deésmen, geﬁtfiem‘en and oArtists

Art. By Bric Gill. Twentieth Century Library. Lane. 2s. 6d.
Reviewed by WYNDHAM LEWIS

¥inRE, I AM SORRY TO SAY, is yet another attack upon the pagan
ar secular principle in art. (I cannot help sometimes feeling
sorry that M. Maritain has not spent the imajor part of his time*
in thé aloof austerities of 2 contemnplitive life; rathier than in
over-stimulating journalism!) And here, improperly, I think,
commercialism is blamed for the secular character of con-
femporary art. For that, however; it seems to me, Wwe have to
go back to the age of Galileo, and stop there. Whatever may
have been the role of the Medicis. in fertilising art with their
‘dough’, the usurious banker-kings of the modern world {the:
villaing of the piece according to Mr. Gill) have extremely
tittle to do with art of any sort, éxcept perhaps music. And they
prevent no one from going to church: rather they encourage it,
simce by that-means pedple are Kept out of establishments of
zuod cheer, where they ¢pend too much money. e
Bur the crimes of commercialism—of regarding everything
in térms of buying and selling—have often been most ably
éxposed by persons less famous than Mr. Eric Gill, What is
peculiar to Mr, Gill’s exposure is the great stress he lays upon:
the virtues of anonymity. “Art, in his definition, is just anything
we do: walking, for instance, is @ major art; lighting the fire,
playing tennis, painting the Sistine Ceiling, painting the front
door—everything is equally an ‘drt’. So why make a fuss about
it? And above all, why notify the world whe did it, whatever it
may be? When you stick a2 couple of stamps on an envelope in
their right place. (a difficult art!) you don’t sign your handiwork,
do youl Well, the same applies to-sticking starues omn the front of
Chartres Cathedral, Such is the argument.
_ No thearrical producer could hate the ‘star’, and the whale
principle of the star performer, more flercély than does Mr.
Gill, At the mere hint of a name associated with a work of art—
the name of the fellow who did it—Mr. Eric Gill drops his
chisel and mallet and bursts into angry speech. There is for
him something ‘unholy’ about a signature upon a picture of
statiie. “Anonymous art is essentially religious art’: and religious
art is essentially anonymous, And all art should be religious
art. Such is Mr. Gill’s argument. God’s signature, as it were, is
to be seen upon everything that is excellent. Why should the
irrelevant name of an individual creature be there too? .
" #That the ‘star’ performer is (entirely apart from his or her
princely salary) a nuisance, who would deny?—seeing what
attributes today conduct an artist, in most cases, to stardom,
zand its Rolls-Royces, All performers, of -any excellence, act,
paint, carve, build-or write as if they were nameless. But
the thing once done they ‘touch’ the money to which their
name entitles them; or the object once made, they duly sign
it—if their signature is worth anything: for the. thing could
" “niot have been done at all (for the greater glory of God or other-
“wise) if it had not been for the name in question, as'things are.
‘The thing is after all none the worse for the little discreet
‘signature 1n the corner, even if it be none the better. But there
are some people, says Mr! Gilly who fancy themselves as ‘the
burgess’, if .possible the burgomaster. Yes, we might add, and

there are some who, Willian1 Morris-like, fancy themselves as -

“the craftsman’®, still, The latter, is a less objectionable form of
romanticism than the former, but it remains a romanticism—a
defect where Reason is concerned (and Mr, Gill is all for reason,
of course). a5 ¢ :

Many attempts have been made recently (mainly by those
same’ commercial gentry disliked so much by Mr, Gill—since
‘names’ have to be paid for—the ‘name’ costs money, even if
it makes money) to return to 3 medizval anonymity. To sup-
press the ‘star’, the ‘great name’, is as much a dream of his
‘meney-bug’ as it is of that ‘maker’, Mr. Gill. ‘How lovely’—
has pondered the publisher, the impresario, the advertisement
agent—‘how lovely if I could sell to the public for just the same
money a theatre, a concert, a Book Club, an art-gallery ticket,
but one which entails o expensive name whatsoever as ah
‘attraction?” (The cult of “the first novel” is an illustration of this.
No love of ‘vouth’ or of ‘budding talent’ comes into the sales-
man’s strategy. When the second novel comes zlong, that fact
hecomes at once:apparent to first-novelists,) All this is a comi-
monplace of the art-scene with which Mr. Gill ‘is dealing;
everyone will agree with him regarding the corruption that
sccompanies the cult'of the ‘name’, But is he really helping the
artist {or the craftsman) of this 1934, by his insistence—in an
age fetid wirth self-advertisement—upon a personal obscurity;
an obscurity in which he could not participate himself if he

would? The lines of social snobbery upon which his argument
runs, however, give a very odd twist to this in many ways
admirable diatribe, ) :
“The painter is a tradesman—a high-class tradesman, high
enough sometimes 1o be the'friend of princes, butnever a
gentleman’, These words may be taken as the burden of Mr.:
Gill’s song: though 2 “tradesman’ at no time has any painter
worth talking about been. And always it has been the prince
who was high encugh—iust of sufficient distinction of intellect—
to he classed as the friend of a great painter: not vice verse, And
the sense in which Mr, Gill uses the word ‘gentleman’ smacks:
(pleasanily it is true, but with a painful unreality) of a social
systern that is extinct, and of-a snobbery which, it is perhaps
as well; is absolete, “Where is now the Gentle-man’—in spite
of the fact that neither Adam delves nor Eve spins any longer,
the machine having replaced their crude activities? :
- Mr, Gill is throughout: preaccupied by (1) the ‘gentility™
and (2 the anonymiry of the painter, architect sculptor, and
indeed all ‘artiszs’, He would have us all go back .to the good:
old days when & rope was placed across a drawing-room, in:
front of the piano, to prevent the musical performers from:
contaminating the guests, or when the painter of pictures
rankéd beneath the tallow-dealer, Fle is rcally astonishingly
preoccupied with questions of precedeuice, in a way that would
do henour to an Anglo-Indisn official. .

What is this sirange antediluvian social snobbery that causes
this distinguished sculptor to so go on about trade—about art
being ‘a trade’® Fine as much of Mr. GilP’s book is, what i3 he
in fact talking about, with his “workmen’ and ‘gentlemen’ in the
year of disgrace 1¢34? If you insist upon treating Mr: Augustus
John, say, like a plumber (and sturdily refuse him the fitle of
Esguire upon an cnvelope, to take an illustration in the spirit of
Mz, Gill’s text) you certainly have to treat surgeons, for example,
in the.same manner. What on earth was the Government think-
ing about in elevating a man in such.z trade as that of Lord
Moynihan’s to the peerage? No; that rather unpleasant type of
workman, like the famous butcher who performed the first
Cesarian operation, would remain, side by side with butchers
and barbers, as ‘rradesmen’ or “workmen’ pure and simple——
and so spare Mr. Gill {a bit too sensitive to these class distine~
tians of a happier day) the distress of remarking cne of these
low fellows intruding into, say, such a distinguished preserve-of
the “upper-classes’ as the lounge of the Savoy Hotel: where in
future nothing but city gentlemen, Brits znd Yanks (with
perkaps an occasional penniless Lord or two, or General,
dependant upon their favours) would be seen. - I

Bur since there is no point in wasting time in discussing, these
niceties of ‘tradesman’ status where the artist is concerned, as
does Mr. Gill, unless there is somervhere a catégory of men who
are admittedly in 2 social universe so far superior to that of the
mere landscape-painter—or surgeon—as to require all this
insistence upon his inferior social status: who then, constimuted
as soclety is today, are these privileged grandees? Who else can
they be than the members o? the monied mercantile class who
accupy the great houses and hotels, for the most part, in the
West End of London, and fill its clubs? And—with no dis-
tespect at all to the gentlemen in question—would Mr. Gill
require of us a bearing of respect, and forms of address appro-
‘priate to a non-proletarian rank, for his usurious magnate, and
withhold rhe same from Mr. Augustus John, Sir Hamilton Harty,
Lord Moynihan, Sir Edwin Lutyens?.I's the occupation of these
latter so much less noble and worthy of respect than is the
acquisition of wealth in finance und in trading? ’

Mr, Gill has made me stick up for the poor impoverished
‘artist’ more than I ordinarily do; for T am sure under Mr. Gill’s
rule there would be no ‘art’ left at all—as things are, But I
“would not have it thought that, a5 regards much that Mr. Gill
says, I am out of sympathy: I am in cntire agreement with him
upon many points, among others upon the necessity for act 10
.zest upon more serious foundations than upon the personal
vanity or uncultivated picasure-sense of a good-timers’ demor
.cracy. If people were shown pictures or carvings that were of
gods or devils, or of holy men or saints, they woulkl not expect
them ta be prezzy at least, They would not jmpose upon the

.artist standards of a sugary—or of a human-ail-too-human-

pleasantness—the equivalent in the matters of the eye of the
‘happy ending’ in popular fiction,
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