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            praise for david boyd haycock

            On A Crisis of Brilliance

            ‘Haycock’s narrative of this entangled, war-defined group is so strong that it often has the force of a novel, hard to put down … an engrossing and enjoyable book’
Guardian (Book of the Week)

            ‘Haycock manages the drama in this tale with such skill that his story unfolds like a well-plotted novel. Never before have the private vicissitudes in these artists’ lives been made so real or their exuberance so vivid’
Daily Mail

            ‘What a fascinatingly tangled mess of human lives! Haycock tells the whole story engagingly and unpretentiously: the human conflicts, the clashes of ideas, and the terrible disruptions of war beneath it all’
Independent

            ‘What gives Haycock’s book its freshness is that, through skilful use of letters and memoirs left by his five subjects, he injects it with the anxiety, ambition, self-doubt and jealousy that possessors of youth and talent are fated to feel’
Sunday Timesiiiii
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         A MANET AND THE POST-IMPRESSIONISTS TIMELINE

         
            
               

	May 1863
            
                        
                        	The ‘Salon des Refusés’ at the Palais de l’Industrie, Paris, includes Édouard Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe and James McNeill Whistler’s Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl




	14 December 1866
            
                        
                        	Birth of Roger Fry, London



	April–May 1874
            
                        
                        	First ‘Impressionist’ exhibition opens in Paris, exhibiting works by Félix Bracquemond, Paul Cézanne, Edgar Degas, Claude Monet, Berthe Morisot, Camille Pissarro, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Alfred Sisley and others



	30 April 1883
            
                        
                        	Death of Édouard Manet, Paris



	April 1886
            
                        
                        	The New English Art Club holds its first exhibition with works by George Clausen, Stanhope Forbes, John Singer Sargent and Philip Wilson Steer, among others



	28 July 1890
            
                        
                        	Death of Vincent Van Gogh, Auvers-sur-Oise, France



	8 May 1903
            
                        
                        	Death of Paul Gauguin, Atuona, French Polynesia



	Oct.–Nov. 1905
            
                        
                        	Henri Matisse, André Derain, Maurice de Vlaminck exhibit radical new works at the Salon d’Automne, Paris; a critic dubs them ‘les fauves’ – the wild beasts



	22 October 1905
            
                        
                        	Death of Paul Cézanne



	1907
            
                        
                        	Picasso paints Les Demoiselles d’Avignon in Paris: beginning of Cubism



	1908
            
                        
                        	Frank Rutter establishes the Allied Artists Association, promoting and exhibiting more modern art in Britain



	February 1909
            
                        
                        	Fillipo Marinetti publishes the first ‘Futurist Manifesto’ in Milan and Paris



	29 April 1909
            
                        
                        	The Liberal Chancellor, David Lloyd George, introduces the ‘People’s Budget’ ix




	15 Jan.–10 Feb. 1910
            
                        
                        	UK General Election results in a hung parliament; minority Liberal government



	6 May 1910
            
                        
                        	Death of Edward VII; he is succeeded by his son, George V



	10 June–31 Aug. 1910
            
                        
                        	‘Modern French Artists’ exhibition at the Brighton Public Art Galleries, East Sussex



	7–8 November 1910
            
                        
                        	Tonypandy miners’ riot, south Wales



	8 November 1910 – 15 January 1911
            
                        
                        	‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’ at the Grafton Galleries, London



	Nov.–Dec. 1910
            
                        
                        	‘Provençal Studies and Other Works by Augustus John,’ Chenil Gallery, London



	18 November 1910
            
                        
                        	‘Black Friday’ – a Suffragette march on Parliament leads to over 100 arrests



	3–19 December 1910
            
                        
                        	UK General Election: another hung parliament; minority Liberal government



	June 1911
            
                        
                        	First exhibition of the Camden Town Group at the Carfax Gallery, London, features work by Walter Sickert, Percy Wyndham Lewis, Augustus John and Lucien Pissarro, among others



	November–December 1911
            
                        
                        	‘Exhibition of Pictures by Paul Cézanne and Paul Gauguin,’ Stafford Gallery, London



	March 1912
            
                        
                        	‘Italian Futurist Painters’ exhibition at the Sackville Gallery, London



	5 Oct.–31 Dec. 1912
            
                        
                        	‘Second Post-Impressionism Exhibition: British, French and Russian Artists’ at the Grafton Galleries, London



	July 1913
            
                        
                        	Roger Fry establishes the Omega Workshop at 33 Fitzroy Square, London



	12 October 1913–16 January 1914
            
                        
                        	‘Post-Impressionist and Futurist’ exhibition at the Doré Galleries, London



	28 June 1914
            
                        
                        	Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo leads to outbreak of the First World War



	July 1914
            
                        
                        	First issue of the Vorticist magazine BLAST, edited by Percy Wyndham Lewis x
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            In the room the women come and go Talking of Michelangelo.

            T.S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ (1911)
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[image: ]‘Gazers at paintings few appreciate and fewer understand.’ Frank Reynolds’s satirical sketch of the ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’ Exhibition.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         When the hapless anarchists in Joseph Conrad’s 1907 novel The Secret Agent plan an outrage in London, they consider planting a bomb in the National Gallery. But who, they wonder, will care? It would be ‘like breaking a few back windows in a man’s house; whereas, if you want to make him really sit up, you must at least try to raise the roof. There would be some screaming of course, but from whom? Artists – art critics and such like – people of no account.’1

         The exhibition ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’ – which opened at the Grafton Galleries in London’s West End three years later – would be the closest thing, metaphorically, to a bomb in the National Gallery. It was, as one of its organisers, Clive Bell, later remarked, ‘the artquake of 1910’. Of the eighteen artists in the show, many are now very famous names; they included Édouard Manet, Paul Cézanne, Vincent Van Gogh, Georges Seurat, Henri Matisse, Paul Gauguin, André Derain and Pablo Picasso. Although some of the pictures were decades old – and a few of the artists decades dead – the exhibition caused uproar. ‘Like anarchism in politics,’ The Times complained, ‘it is the rejection of all that civilisation has done, the good with the bad.’

         Philip Burne-Jones, son of the Victorian painter Edward Burne-Jones, objected to the suggestion that the Pre-Raphaelites – revolutionaries sixty years before – and the Post-Impressionists were somehow comparable. As he protested in a letter to The Times:

         
            Surely there is nothing in any way analogous between the careful and romantic designs of the former … and the crude, unskillful daubs of the latter, which masquerade as works of art, but which all the journalistic jargon of the daily and weekly press cannot, in the eyes of any reasonable observer, save from being ugly, unintelligible, and often quite incompetent productions.22

         

         As Burne-Jones’s letter indicated, there had been some positive reactions to the exhibition. One had appeared in The Dundee Courier. Some of the paintings might indeed cause ‘mirth’ or ‘disgust’, the newspaper acknowledged. ‘But there will be others who will perceive and be stimulated by the significance residing in many of these pictures.’3

         Either way, these had been extraordinary responses – though little less than the mastermind behind the show, Roger Fry, had expected. He was consciously setting out to change attitudes to art and aesthetics in Britain forever. Ultimately, he succeeded. The idea of ‘the Shock of the New’ was a key concept in twentieth-century art history. It clearly performed a powerful role here. It is true that change was already in the air in London before November 1910. But Fry’s exhibition – and the heady reaction it caused – drove things forward with the force and energy of an explosion. As the art historian Richard Cork has written, Fry’s exhibition was ‘so revelatory that its influence on the subsequent course of British art is incalculable’.4

         This book is the story of that ‘great event’ – how and why it happened, and what made ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’ so historically significant. Because it is not simply the art – and the public reaction – that makes this exhibition so important. It also stands for what proved to be a pivotal moment in British cultural and intellectual history. It was the recognition of something that for years had lain hidden in plain sight: modernism.

         The idea that this moment of discovery was first fully realised at Fry’s exhibition gained resonance by a remark made fourteen years later by his friend, the novelist Virginia Woolf. In ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown,’ a talk Woolf gave in Cambridge in 1924 and published soon afterwards, she made what has become an oft-repeated observation, ‘to the effect that on or about December 1910 human character changed. I am not saying,’ Woolf continued:

         
            that one went out, as one might into a garden, and there saw that a rose had flowered, or that a hen had laid an egg. The change was not sudden and definite like that. 3But a change there was, nevertheless; and, since one must be arbitrary, let us date it about the year 1910.5

         

         Woolf’s short essay had nothing to do with painting or sculpture. Its subject was the modern English novel. Despite this, it has generally been agreed that the moment to which she alluded – December 1910, in which ‘human character’ was seen palpably to have changed – was ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’.6 Woolf’s memorable words have loaded Fry’s exhibition with a significance that has sunk it deep into cultural consciousness.

         Woolf had only met Fry a few months earlier, but theirs became a close friendship, and she would go on to write his first biography, published in 1940. Furthermore, Woolf’s sister was the painter Vanessa Bell, wife of another of the exhibition’s organisers, the critic Clive Bell. As Woolf informed a friend in November 1910, she was already ‘hear[ing] a great deal about pictures. I don’t think them so good as books,’ she continued. ‘But why all the Duchesses are insulted by the post-impressionists, a modest sample set of painters, innocent even of indecency, I can’t conceive. However, one mustn’t say that they are like other pictures, only better, because that makes everyone angry.’7

         ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’ attracted some 25,000 visitors over the two months it was open. Many, certainly, were ‘insulted’ by what they saw, as the barrage of press criticism made clear. ‘The public in 1910 was thrown into paroxysms of rage and laughter,’ Woolf recalled thirty years later in her biography of Fry:

         
            They went from Cézanne to Gauguin and from Gauguin to Van Gogh, they went from Picasso to Signac, and from Derain to Friesz, and they were infuriated. The pictures were a joke, and a joke at their expense … The pictures were outrageous, anarchistic and childish. They were an insult to the British public and the man who was responsible for the insult was either a fool, an impostor or a knave.8

         

         4An art exhibition cannot of itself change human character, of course. But an art exhibition can be symbolic of broader social processes. Despite Woolf’s description of the Post-Impressionists as ‘a modest sample set of painters’, these artworks were symbolic of something very new, very different – at least to a British audience.

         
            
[image: ]Virginia Woolf by Roger Fry, 1917. She would later be his first biographer.

            

         

         Although she may not have fully recognised it at the time, the change Woolf identified as occurring ‘on or about December 1910’ symbolised the shift towards what has become known as ‘modernism’. This is a fluid, complex term, with layers of meaning: social, cultural, intellectual. It could be seen in paintings and buildings, it could be read in novels and 5poetry, it could be heard in music or down the wires of that increasingly commonplace but no less remarkable new invention, the telephone. It could be felt in the noisy, frenetic streets of London that so unsettled Woolf’s emotional equilibrium. And it could be witnessed in a more general shift occurring in English society: from the stereotypically buttoned-up, rational, formal, stiff-upper-lipped Victorian and Edwardian world to the more disinhibited attitudes of what Woolf (and others in Britain) then called ‘the Georgian’ era – the age of Queen Victoria’s grandson, George V, who had become king in May 1910. It was the breakdown of the old order, the emergence of something new – something impalpable and a little discomfiting: a loss of confidence or belief in the order and structures of the past. Yes, something almost anarchistic – that is without rules, or leadership – yet hopeful as well, if a new course for life, and art, and literature, and human relations, could be established.

         Woolf was not alone in seeing 1910 as marking a pivotal moment in European cultural history, however. In his books Everyday Life in the Modern World (1968) and The Production of Space (1974), French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre also identified this as the year when a set of profound shifts in Western civilisation reached their culmination:

         
            The fact is that around 1910 a certain space was shattered. It was the space of common sense, of knowledge (savoir), of social practice, of political power, a space thitherto enshrined in everyday discourse … the space, too, of classical perspective and geometry, developed from the Renaissance onwards on the basis of the Greek tradition.9

         

         In Lefebvre’s analysis (which referenced, in passing, the radical Cubist transformation in art that was being realised at this time by Picasso and Braque), the causes of change were numerous. They included far-reaching developments in science (among them Albert Einstein’s theory of special relativity) as well as technology. Lefebvre pointed to the novel effects of electricity as well as increasing speed in travel and 6communication: the train, the motorcar, the aeroplane, the motion picture, radio, the telephone. There were social origins, too: he noted Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund Freud as key thinkers whose ideas had led to a revolution in thought.

         ‘Though related to a certain seemingly permanent rationality,’ Lefebvre observed, ‘all this collapsed in around 1910 in Europe, where it was becoming theoretically apparent that “our space” was just one among many possible spaces, and perhaps only existed in relation to us (at our level), while elsewhere, at different levels, there might be other spaces, other times.’10 The result, Lefebvre argued, was shattering and extreme. After 1910, art, music, buildings, literature, personal relationships – space and time themselves – would never be the same again:

         
            Euclidean and perspectivist space have disappeared as systems of reference, along with other former ‘commonplaces’ such as the town, history, paternity, the tonal system in music, traditional morality, and so forth. This was truly a crucial moment.11

         

         ‘Artists are,’ in Ezra Pound’s phrase of 1918, ‘the antennae of the race … it is their business to make humanity aware of itself.’12 Another American writer, Kurt Vonnegut, suggested something similar when he described artists as canaries in a coalmine. They are, he wrote, ‘supersensitive’, and hence useful to society as they are the first to react to – and make tangible for the general public – things unseen: the cultural and intellectual developments Lefebvre later identified, developments that can be threatening, but which are also exciting, filled with potential.13

         In recent English literature, according to Woolf’s 1924 essay with which we began, the new age of modernism was characterised by the writings of James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, D.H. Lawrence, E.M. Forster and Lytton Strachey. Eliot began writing ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, in which time and deed are always and ever just out of reach, in 1910, while Lawrence completed the proofs for his first novel, The White 7Peacock, that year. Forster published Howards End in 1910, and James Joyce returned to Trieste having (notably, in the context of Lefebvre’s observations) just launched Dublin’s first cinema, the Volta Electric Theatre. And it was in 1910 that W.B. Yeats observed, ‘To speak of one’s emotions without fear or moral ambition … to be utterly oneself, that is all the Muses care for.’14 Woolf called the output of her five British, American and Irish writers ‘a season of failures and fragments’. But she rejoiced in the ‘vigorous and stimulating sound’ of ‘their axes’ sounding in her ears.15

         The sound of axes chopping and refashioning cultural taste was also to be heard at ‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’. It too would change art forever. On the walls and pedestals of a luxurious gallery in the winter of 1910, a new world of experience, a new take on truth, could be seen, felt, touched, smelt and talked about. It was tangible – real. These paintings were the artistic equivalent of the photograph of a suffragette beaten down by policemen in a Westminster street, which appeared on the front page of newspapers on 19 November 1910. Such extraordinary works of art simply refused to be ignored. They were evidence, in the words of one particularly hostile critic, of a ‘widespread plot to destroy the whole fabric of European painting’.16

         Fry wasn’t simply introducing British audiences to some radical new European pictures. For him, the exhibition was just the beginning. He wanted to change the very way the British public responded to culture, to design, to literature, to life. It was an impressively ambitious undertaking.
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