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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Eric Gill was a great artist-craftsman. Others (though not many) matched him as a sculptor, wood engraver, letter cutter or typographer. But no one has approached his mastery over such a range of activity. In 1913 he was converted to Roman catholicism and became a focal figure in a succession of Catholic art-and-craft communities: at Ditchling in Sussex, at Capel-y-ffin in the Welsh mountains and finally at Pigotts near High Wycombe. In all these places Gill himself, in the familiar stonemason’s smock (belted, worn with woollen stockings, never trousers), presided genially over a large household – wife, daughters and a whole extended family of craftsmen, priests and passers-through. His aura of holy domesticity invited comparisons with the household of St Thomas More in Chelsea. One susceptible visitor, sitting down to eat with the family at Ditchling after listening to the daily reading of the Martyrology, reported seeing the actual nimbus round Gill’s head.

         Gill’s chief battle cry was integration. He objected fervently to what he saw as the damaging divisions in society, the rupture between work and leisure, craftsmanship and industry, art and religion, flesh and spirit. He believed that integration must begin with domesticity: the ‘cell of good living in the chaos of our world’ which he so obsessively set about creating. Gill wrote just before he died:

         
            what I hope above all things is that I have done something towards reintegrating bed and board, the small farm and the workshop, the home and the school, earth and heaven.

         

         Although he stood so ostentatiously apart, stranger in the strange land prophesying devastation, Eric Gill was in spite of himself a well-known public person. He was taken very seriously in his day. At his death, the obituaries suggested he was one of the most important figures of his period, not just as an artist and craftsman but as a social reformer, a man who had pushed out the boundaries of possibility of how we live and work; a man who set examples. But how convincing was he? One of his great slogans (for Gill was a prize sloganist) was ‘It All Goes Together’. As I traced his long and extraordinary journeys around Britain in search of integration, the twentieth-century artistic pilgrim’s progress, I started to discover aspects of Gill’s life which do not go together in the least, a number of very basic contradictions between precept and practice, ambition and reality, which few people have questioned. There is an official and an unofficial Gill and the official, although much the least interesting, has been the version most generally accepted. The anomalies have, for one reason or another, been ignored or glossed over by his past biographers with a protectiveness we would now consider as superfluous, if not verging on insulting. Gill is too original and too self-reliant as a human being, as well as too important as an artist, to deserve the kind of half-truth treatment to which he has been subjected through the years. The urge to conserve the conventional viewpoint reveals more, I believe, about the commentators than the subject. Most of these commentators have been Catholics. They have chosen to present Gill as a Catholic artist and Catholic thinker whose way of work and worship held together with a kind of sweet reasonableness, ignoring and evading the cumulative evidence suggesting great complexities beneath the surface.

         Gill’s appetite for sex was unusually avid. The diaries he kept with immense care and regularity from his late teens onwards, typically workmanlike records of events, reveal his sexual behaviour was startlingly at variance with his image as father of the devout Catholic family or, at any rate (since Catholic fathers are allowed a little rope), puzzlingly at odds with his public role as sage, pronouncer on morality, upholder of decorum. There is nothing so very unusual in Gill’s succession of adulteries, some casual, some long-lasting, several pursued within the protective walls of his own household. Nor is there anything so absolutely shocking about his long record of incestuous relationships with sisters and with daughters: we are becoming conscious that incest was (and is) a great deal more common than was generally imagined. Even his preoccupations and his practical experiments with bestiality, though they may strike one as bizarre, are not in themselves especially horrifying or amazing. Stranger things have been recorded. It is the context which makes them so alarming, which gives one such a frisson. This degree of sexual anarchy within the ostentatiously well-regulated household astonishes.

         This is the crux of the question as I see it: Gill took the rules on board, even to some extent invented them, and then allowed himself to break them without very much apparent compunction or self-questioning. Yet he was not, I think, a humbug. So there remains the mystery of how the avowed man of religion, Tertiary of the Third Order of St Dominic, habitual wearer of the girdle of chastity, could be by conventional standards so unchaste. It is not a question Gill’s adherents liked to ask. The material in the diaries would have been available to Gill’s earlier biographer Robert Speaight, a Catholic and family acquaintance, whose Life of Eric Gill came out in 1966, and Donald Attwater, Gill’s close friend and disciple, whose memoir A Cell of Good Living was published three years later. Neither of them chose to make much use of it, or of the mutual sex confessions He and She which Gill and his wife, in the wake of Havelock Ellis, exchanged in 1913, the year of their conversion. Both Speaight and Attwater prefer what one might call the ‘wild oats’ view of Gill, referring briefly to his youthful fling in his socialist period with Lillian Meacham, the Fabian New Woman. This affair, culminating in reckless flight to Chartres, is described by Gill himself, rather vaguely, in his memoirs. The episode is used by his biographers as Gill’s one licensed aberration, with the implication that it had taught him the error of his ways.

         But Lillian did not fade out of the picture, as Speaight so complacently assured his readers: it would not have been beyond the competence of a professional biographer of Robert Speaight’s experience to establish the fact that Lillian, who eventually married George Gunn, Professor of Egyptology at Oxford, and whose son Spike Hughes delineated her fondly in his own autobiography, remained a family friend until Gill’s death. Nor is it quite accurate to claim, as Donald Attwater does blithely, that after the Chartres escapade Mary and Eric ‘had lived happily ever after’. That they were happy in a sense is beyond doubt. But their marriage had its storms and complications, and to suggest otherwise is surely to belittle the nature of a man ‘fearfully and wonderfully made’ – the ‘adventurer in life’ as Roger Fry described him – and an artist whose work is on the edge of a new phase of popularity. Gill speaks in our own language, with vigour and directness. In few other artists of this century are images of the erotic and domestic, the sexual and devotional, so closely and so disconcertingly related.

         My own interest in Gill began in 1966, the year Speaight’s book was published. I was then design correspondent on the Guardian. Father Brocard Sewell, who knew Ditchling well from the days when he had worked at St Dominic’s Press, suggested the Guild workshops still existing on the common might be worth investigating. On that visit I met several of the craftsmen who had known Gill well, including Joseph Cribb, his original apprentice. It struck me how vividly the place still bore the imprint of Gill’s own personality It was, after all, forty years since he left Ditchling and well over twenty years since he had died. But he was still a central, and indeed a controversial topic of conversation, bearing out the comment of Gill’s friend, Beatrice Warde, most articulate and sophisticated of his mistresses, who maintained that those who had known Eric Gill went on talking about him ever afterwards.

         Certainly all those who met him have a sharply defined view of him. I have made the most of this in attempting what has sometimes seemed a foolhardy ambition: to make sense of Eric Gill, to penetrate the smokescreen Gill himself and others so determinedly erected. (A number of deletions were made even in the diaries, presumably by Mary Gill after Gill’s death.) My main evidence has been from the people who remembered him, a piecing together of impressions of the man and his attitudes from more than fifty interviews with those who knew and worked with him at all the stages of his life from Ditchling onwards: his children and his grandchildren, apprentices and pupils, clients, monastic colleagues, models, professional rivals. I have talked at length to people both inside Gill’s circle and on the outer edge of it, who saw him at a distance. These memories, checked against Gill’s own official account in the Autobiography and rechecked against the confidential entries in his diaries, make up my picture of Gill as I think he truly was.

         At least I can be confident that Gill was not what he said he was. The Autobiography is full of obfuscation. Nor was he quite the person seen by those who came to visit him, or even those who lived in the same house with him. It has been surprising, in talking to people ostensibly close to him, who shared the routine of the households and workshops, how few of Gill’s contradictions they suspected and how unaware they were of the resulting tensions. They thought – and liked to think, indeed depended upon thinking – that Gill, provider of the answers, giver-out of rules for life’s conduct, was beyond questioning. I believe this was a role he created from inner necessity and, as time went on, grew more and more dependent on. His role, it seems to me, became a rather obdurate position which had within itself the power to destroy.

         I have come to see Gill as a rather tragic figure, in spite of the vast energy and the extraordinary lasting qualities of so much of his design and workmanship, in spite of his own marvellous ebullience and charm. My conviction, amplified by newly acquired material in the Dominican Archive at Carisbrooke, including documentation on the Guild at Ditchling and a revealing series of letters from Hilary Pepler, Gill’s closest working partner, is that a chain of destructiveness began at Ditchling, not long after Gill’s conversion to Catholicism. Perhaps a part of his tragedy is that he was both ahead of his times and behind them. His urge to experiment with social conventions, especially the prevailing sexual mores, became more obviously and more painfully at variance with the Gills’ accepted role as the ideal Catholic family, the public demonstration of fidelity and cohesiveness. It can now be seen that Gill’s own leanings, in particular his sexually possessive attitude to his own daughters, led directly to his fatal quarrel with Pepler, destroying not only the coherence of Ditchling, so painstakingly built up over the years, but also removing the one person who was on an equal footing, who loved him yet was frank with him. From then on, Gill was dangerously on his own.

         Eric Gill adored a theory. This almost became a mania. One of his great friends, Monsignor John O’Connor, maintained that Gill was fundamentally unable to let a proposition pass unquestioned: ‘He would sit on the bed all night to get to the bottom of some theorem that was new to him.’ He displayed unusual talent for promoting the argument which suited his own purposes, to pursue the theory which gave him licence to do what he wanted to do anyway; and his authority became more pronounced as he grew older and more eminent. In earlier years Eric Gill had alighted on and promulgated in his own version Ananda Coomaraswamy’s Hindu doctrines of the erotic elements in art. Later on, at Ditchling, with the same conviction, he began propounding a complicated theory, or succession of theories, in which sexual activity is aligned to godliness, in which the sexual organs, far from their conventional depiction as the source of scandal, are ‘redeemed’ by Christ and ‘made dear’. It is a very radical and interesting theory, where Gill challenges Christendom’s traditional confrontation of matter and spirit, and indeed his theory is justified in part, at least for connoisseurs of art, by the wonderful erotic engravings of that period. But one senses something frantic in the zeal with which Gill exfoliated his passion, in contexts likely and unlikely, and in his evident enjoyment of the waves of consternation which followed, particularly from the monasteries.

         Gill became a little silly as time went on. He knew it. He subscribed to Gilldom: Gill the great man; the eccentric. The scene at Pigotts, Gill the patriarchal figure surrounded by what at times seems dozens of his children and his grandchildren, is also a scene of pathos, fertility run wild, the all-too-logical conclusion of his ‘let ’em all come’ theories. His openness had turned to a kind of a defensiveness. One senses want of order, an unnerving loss of clarity in the household where plainness had been law. At its most dramatic there was the painful drama, a family unravelling of the latter years of Pigotts, when Gordian, the son the Gills adopted as a baby, discovered, in his twenties, he was not Gill’s son at all.

         Gill put up a good show. But it is now becoming obvious he saw all the ironies, and had regrets about them. He had a veneer of certainty, even of complacency. But the diaries reveal not only more upheavals in his sexual relationships, which verged on the chaotic in the Pigotts of the thirties, but more sense of his anxiety than anyone who knew him was apparently aware of. The build-up of self-doubt surely precipitated the nervous breakdown which began in 1930 with a terrible amnesia. Petra found her father wandering across the central quadrangle at Pigotts and he could not remember who he was at all.

         But deceit surely was not at all what Gill had wanted. One of his great crusades was, after all, against the furtive. (In one of his most characteristic utterances he attacks the ‘spiritual fathers’ for comparing life on earth with being in the WC: quite pleasant, not necessarily sinful but fundamentally a dirty function.) It was in his nature to want people to know, and it seems to me likely he intended the diaries as a kind of public, or a semi-public, record: if he had not meant them for scrutiny of others why would he so co-operatively have provided a key to his signs for sexual intercourse? The mischievously explicit little sketches, inserted in the diary as the mood takes him, have somehow escaped the black pen of the censor.

         Nor do I feel he was entirely happy at the outcome of his Autobiography. There are signs, from Gill’s correspondence with Jonathan Cape, his publishers, that his memoirs, so delightful but so guarded, were in early days intended to be much more revealing: ‘I very much doubt’, wrote Gill in 1933, ‘whether you would dare to publish what I should dare to write for I do not see how my kind of life, which is not that of a big game hunter, could be written without intimate details.’ By 1940, the year the book was published (in the month after Gill died), the intimate details had been regretfully minimized. Gill was, he said, afraid he might scandalize his friends. But there are still some very telling passages, more obvious in retrospect to anyone familiar with his entries in the diaries. It is as if the truths, painful issues, acute tensions are very near the surface, almost struggling to get out.

         He claims he had not wanted to seem other than he is because he hated lack of truth and also despised nonsense. For Gill, the public man of sense, this was a great dilemma. But, he adds, in a passage which shows Gill’s very human, in some ways rather childlike acknowledgement of paradox and muddle, there is anyway one comfort:

         
            It is thus: we human beings are all in the same difficulty. We are all torn asunder, all of us, by this disintegration of our flesh and spirit. And so if in this book I am appearing more spiritual than credible to some of those I have loved, let them examine their own consciences. I think they will discover, as I have done, that they also are torn asunder and that they also have desired to be made whole.

         

         In his human feeling Gill was constantly engaging. No one who knew him well failed to like him, to respond to him. And his personality is still enormously arresting. In his agility, his social and sexual mobility, his professional expertise and purposefulness, the totally unpompous seriousness with which he looks anew at what he sees as the real issues, he seems extremely modern, almost of our own age. He raises so many of our own unanswered questions: of art and production; mind and matter; independence and obligation; sex and domesticity; the problem of clearing the space for contemplation in the daily onrush of ordinary life. He attacks and pursues such questions with a freshness which can still excite one: even some (though not all) of his jokes seem very current. But perhaps it was part of his tragedy that Gill in fact was trapped between the generations, the two worlds: his radical view of the sexual relationship and his innate curiosity about the sexuality of women were hampered, modified, by a Victorian inheritance which weighed so heavily upon him that he was unable to make the imaginative leap of, say, D. H. Lawrence. His Victorian past embroiled him. His cult of masculinity, his whole sanctimonious self-regarding paterfamilias outlook is terribly Victorian: he could not escape his missionary antecedents. He was, of course, a missionary. A missionary manqué.

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            SOUTH COAST

         

         
            
[image: ]
               1 Hand and Eye originally designed as Gill’s own device or mark. Wood-engraving, 1908.

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            BRIGHTON 1882–97

         

         Eric Gill was born in Brighton at 6.30 in the morning on 22 February 1882 and named after the hero of Dean Farrar’s moral school story Eric, or Little by Little. With his characteristic extremity of statement he was, in later years, to turn against his birthplace and describe Brighton as ‘a shapeless mess’ and ‘not a place at all’. But his upbringing, as second child of the large family of the Reverend Arthur Tidman Gill and his wife Rose, was even by his own account unusually happy. It was moralistic, strict, emotional, cosy and contained.

         The sense of place was always very strong in Eric Gill. In a way, this sense of place became his motivating force in adult life as he moved with his considerable entourage from one part of the country to another – from Ditchling in Sussex to Capel-y-ffin in the Black Mountains of South Wales and then finally to Pigotts in High Wycombe – endlessly in search of an ideal environment, the perfect place to live and work, which always just evaded him. Although Brighton in some ways fell so short of this ideal, seeming to Gill in later years a prime example of just the sort of urban sprawl he deprecated, his memories of childhood there were vivid and affectionate. His Autobiography is full of fond and careful descriptions of the scenes remembered in the little streets of Brighton in the 1880s as the family moved from Hamilton Road to Prestonville Road to Cliftonville Road and finally to the road now known as Highcroft Villas. All these houses were within a stone’s throw of each other and well within walking distance of the chapel in North Street where his father was the curate.

         Architecturally the district is now nothing like as cohesive as it was. Gill’s birthplace, 32 Hamilton Road, a small Victorian house – two floors with semi-basement – has had modern additions which destroy completely its original character of amiable primness. But in 1960, when Rayner Heppenstall was gathering material for the chapters about Gill in his book Four Absentees, that area of Brighton was still much as Gill had known it as a child: ‘a treasure-house of Betjemanesque architectural delights’. Even these days its Victorianism strikes one powerfully in the pattern of tightly built streets and public spaces: Dyke Road Park with its tennis courts and bowling green; St Ann’s Well Gardens, where there is a scented garden for the blind. This is the railway district of Brighton. Narrow streets of mainly terrace houses rise steeply up above the main line station. Looking back and down over that complicated network of railway lines and tunnels it is easy to see how the scene must have impressed the child of the 1880s. Perhaps Gill’s later tendency to seek out mountain dwellings – Capel, Pigotts Hill, the Pyrenees – went back to this scaling of the heights in childhood. The vista from the hilltops over Brighton made him king of the castle, monarch of the glen.

         ‘The very first thing I can remember’, wrote Eric Gill much later, ‘happened in a house in a street in Brighton called Prestonville Road.’ (This was their second house in Brighton, and Eric at the time must have been less than two years old.) The railway went under the street in a tunnel just before entering Brighton Station; the church of St Luke with blue bricks in patterns set in red brick walls was nearby:

         
            At the back of our house there was a wooden staircase leading down from the back sitting-room into the garden. The other houses in the same row also had such stairways. All the gardens ran down to the ends of the gardens belonging to the houses of the Dyke Road, which was parallel with Prestonville Road. It must have been early summertime because everything was bright green and there was a misty shimmer of warmth in the air – not the shimmer of great heat but that of warm sunshine after rain, with a sense of everything growing and blooming. My father was standing by me at the top of the stairs. I think he had probably brought me there. He had a great eye for the loveliness of the earth and of trees and flowers and sky. Wooden staircases, red brick walls enclosing little flourishing suburban gardens in the Brighton of 1883, or thereabouts. A shimmering summer afternoon. A little boy and his father. Big trees somewhere in the background. Low bushes and small trees here and there, and we stand looking at it all and my father points to a friend of his – a neighbour working in his garden, just like Mr McGregor in the distance. I think it is all very beautiful. I have thought so ever since. I can see it now and think so still.

         

         A very English scene described with the most English of perceptions: a love of the low-key; a feeling for the intimate and ordinary patterns of suburban life, the neat florid enclosed gardens, the gently sentimental father-and-son figures. It is the very graphic recollection of an artist in whom the sense of domesticity was powerful. Eric’s childhood sketches emphasize this genteel setting: suburban little houses, children, hoops, balloons.

         The father points things out to his small child, as Eric Gill would point things out himself to his own children. Eric Gill was born into a missionary family, a household in which admonition and instruction were almost second nature, and in which suburban primnesses were counterbalanced by the more exotic family experience of missionary work in the South Seas. Eric Gill’s grandfather, George Gill, a Congregationalist minister, had been a missionary and so had his great-uncle. In 1845 George Gill had gone out with the London Missionary Society to the Island of Mangaia in the Cook Islands, and Eric Gill’s father, Arthur Tidman, was born in the South Seas in 1848. The baby was sent home with his mother two years later, in the mission boat, sailing round Cape Horn; and they were followed later by George Gill and his two older brothers who made the journey home, again round the Horn, in the sailing ship John Williams. On this voyage Gill’s grandfather was captain of the ship.

         The missionary instinct was still dominant enough in the third generation for two of Eric’s brothers, Romney and Cecil, to be Anglican missionaries in Papua New Guinea. Gill’s sister Madeline, who became a Church of England nun, spent much of her life in mission work in Poona. No doubt some at least of Eric Gill’s own zeal to change the world, and what D. H. Lawrence was to describe as his propensity to ‘argefy’, went back to his relations’ long experience in the missions. So also, in later life, did Gill’s own remarkable appearance: ‘When I first saw Eric Gill I thought he was a Dutch missionary,’ René Hague, Gill’s future son-in-law, remembered.

         As time went on Gill grew shy about acknowledging his missionary antecedents. ‘I look back then to my childhood’, he tells us in his memoirs, ‘as one looking back to a different world.’ This was partly because his conversion to catholicism blotted out much of his early spiritual history. (A common enough cycle: there are dozens of examples in the annals of twentieth-century English literary-artistic Catholics alone.) It was also a particular facet of Gill’s temperament – his urge towards the contemplative – to distrust and be embarrassed by evangelical soul-searching. He came to see the Congregationalist way of worship as unbearably individualistic. Besides, he was too self-centred and conceited to welcome the idea of inherited experience: all his life he wanted to be first. For all these reasons, the missionary background is skated over in Gill’s Autobiography which is our main source for Gill’s view of his own childhood. But it is treated very much more fully in the long and unpublished memoirs of Gill’s brother Cecil, and has remained a subject of great interest to the descendants of the family. One of Gill’s great-nieces, in the 1980s, set out on a voyage of rediscovery to the South Seas, to the haunts of the Gill missionaries in Mangaia and Rarotonga.

         Cecil Gill’s memoirs are entitled Awara; being the Professions and Confessions of a Thirteenth Child. (Cecil was the youngest of the family.) Awara, a familiar term of native New Guinea, can best be translated as ‘all right, all’s well’, AWARA: it was a word which Eric Gill was later to carve on the gravestone of Cecil’s daughter Frances Mary who died of a fever out in Papua in 1929, when she was not quite three. All through Awara one is very sharply conscious of such contrasts, of the two intertwined worlds of the Gills’ childhood: the life of the missionaries out in savage countries in contrast with, and yet in close relation to, the life of the Gill family back home in England. Eric chose to gloss it over, but it must have been important. It could have been the start of his lifelong fascination with the extremes of experience. In Prestonville Road, Brighton, the Gill children were encouraged by their father to read coral islanders’ romances: The Young Marooners, Masterman Ready, The Swiss Family Robinson. The true tales of their relations could be even more fantastical. Cecil, for example, had once returned home with an everyday drama from one of the villages of Eia in New Guinea. A boy had been swallowed whole by a crocodile. The villagers killed ‘the dragon’ and when they cut it open, in an orgy of slashing knives and thrusting spears, they found the body of the boy inside it. There was then a time of mourning in the village: the women encased themselves from head to foot in white clay and covered their heads with matting in despair.

         Arthur Tidman Gill, Eric and Cecil’s father, was originally ordained as a Congregationalist minister to a chapel in Burnley in Lancashire. But in 1878, four years before Eric’s birth, he had resigned and travelled south to Brighton. He had left his Congregational church, denomination of his forebears, because he could not stomach the doctrines of hellfire and damnation which at that time were still common in Dissent. He spoke out against them in his chapel too vigorously for his congregation’s taste. It had been an awkward episode, for him and his relations. But the need to act according to one’s conscience was not questioned. Eric Gill was brought up in a household so religious that the life of the spirit was in a way disregarded, so everyday was it, just a part of the routine. But as he wrote later, admittedly with hindsight, ‘taking things for granted doesn’t mean you aren’t interested in them or that, on occasion, you won’t be very interested indeed’.

         By the time Eric was born his father had become a clergyman of ‘the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connection’, a curious eighteenth-century sect of Calvinist Methodists. Selina, Countess of Huntingdon, otherwise known as ‘the English Deborah’, had founded the ‘Connection’ in Brighton in 1760. The countess was a woman of exceptional force of personality. Contemporary portraits emphasize her firmness of demeanour: she is shown wearing a formidable bonnet, surmounted by a large flat bow. She had first become famous in Methodist circles for the power with which she gave extempore addresses to her congregations, instead of merely reading from the book. She was an inspirational preacher. Then a dangerous illness, from which she almost died, opened her eyes to what she saw as an even truer form of faith, George Whitfield’s variant of Methodism. From then on the countess had gone from strength to strength. She was particularly fond of Brighton, and Brighton was the place she chose as the starting point for her religious activities. She built the first of her dozen or so chapels in her own house in North Street, selling her jewels for £698 to do so. She appointed her own chaplain to lead the public prayers, the countess giving the proceedings a high degree of moral support. The Life and Times of Selina Countess of Huntingdon, a pious biography, describes a double act between the chaplain and the countess:

         
            Whilst he was employed in proclaiming the glad tidings of salvation she was engaged in pouring out her soul before the Great Shepherd and Bishop of Souls to bless his own word … And when the service of the sanctuary had ceased, she withdrew to her closet, and earnestly implored the benediction of the spirit to accelerate the labours of his servants.

         

         This was the highly emotional background to the chapel where Arthur Tidman Gill was now assistant minister. The chapel itself had been rebuilt, in Victorian Gothic style, but it still stood on its original site in central Brighton (and in fact has only been demolished very recently). In its practices the Countess’s Connection had oddities. The congregation – notably idiosyncratic as Dissenters in their usage of Church of England terminology – referred to the assistant minister as ‘curate’. The sect was also peculiar in its use of the Anglican prayer book. As a child, Gill was exposed to that fine sixteenth-and seventeenth-century prose.

         The Countess of Huntingdon’s Connection is played down in Gill’s account in his own memoirs. His later tendency to underestimate the influences of his Nonconformist origins is again obvious. To someone so definite in his reactions to forceful women – women of the type which later in his life both repelled and attracted him – Gill’s apparent lack of interest in the charismatic countess is unconvincing. But the picture he gives us of his father in the chapel, self-consciously imposing in the noble and voluminous black gown of his calling, reveals his true feelings perhaps more than he had realized. The intensity of his reactions to his father – the mingled love and horror, the desperate protectiveness – comes over in Gill’s memoirs with a directness reminiscent of Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son. The two books describe childhoods poignant in their similarity.

         His father’s image, to Gill as a small child, was that of a rather good-looking bald-headed clergyman with a trim beard. He was kind and conscientious and tremendously theatrical, filling his children with embarrassment at his dramatic renderings, in public and in private, of his best-loved passages of Scripture or poetry or his favourite prayers from the prayer book. Once in the pulpit in Bognor he recited the whole of ‘Where did you come from, Baby dear?’ with appropriate gestures. He was a rather Tennysonian figure and indeed he adored Tennyson. When the poet died in 1892, he took his eldest daughter Enid, then eleven, to Westminster Abbey to the memorial service.

         Arthur Tidman Gill also admired such writers and philanthropists as Thomas Carlyle, Dean Farrar, George Macdonald, Charles Kingsley, F. D. Maurice, founder of the Working Men’s College. He was an avid reader of the religious novels of F. W. Robertson: such works as High Church, No Church, Church and Chapel. His heroes are an interesting combination of the literary romantic and the radical socialist muscular-Christian tendencies of that period, and he looked to this tradition to supply the names for many of his numerous children. Eric’s six brothers listed out in Arthur Tidman’s orderly manner, with that love of accuracy which Eric would emulate, are: 

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Leslie MacDonald:
            
                        
                        	6 October 1884


                     
            
                        
                        	Stephen Romney Maurice:
            
                        
                        	5 January 1886


                     
            
                        
                        	Evan Robertson and Vernon

                     Kingsley (twins):
            
                        
                        	


                24 April 1892


                     
            
                        
                        	Kenneth Carlyle:
            
                        
                        	9 August 1893


                     
            
                        
                        	Cecil Ernest Gaspar:
            
                        
                        	7 May 1897


                  
               

            

         

         The six girls were named: 

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Enid Rose:
            
                        
                        	12 January 1881


                     
            
                        
                        	Cicely Eleanor:
            
                        
                        	8 March 1883


                     
            
                        
                        	Lilian Irene:
            
                        
                        	16 September 1887


                     
            
                        
                        	Madeline Beatrice:
            
                        
                        	27 November 1888


                     
            
                        
                        	Gladys Mary:
            
                        
                        	18 September 1890


                     
            
                        
                        	Margaret Evangeline:
            
                        
                        	29 January 1895


                  
               

            

         

         The girls have the names of the heroines of Victorian romance: Enid Rose, for example, is a Tennysonian lady. The boys are knights in armour, drawn from real life or fiction. Eric, asked to choose a name for one of his new brothers, had himself selected Vernon, the younger (better) brother in Dean Farrar’s novel, which was known in the Gill family, that house of secret jokes, as Eric, Gradually.

         Eric’s father named his children hoping to inspire them. How much, one might then ask, was Arthur Eric Rowton influenced by his own namesake? Eric, or Little by Little, subtitled A Tale of Roslyn School, was first published in 1858, and dedicated to the Right Revd G. E. L. Cotton, Lord Bishop of Calcutta. As the Preface to the twenty-fourth edition points out, it was a book ‘written with but one single object – the vivid inculcation of inward purity and moral purpose, by the history of a boy who, in spite of the inherent nobleness of his disposition, falls into all folly and wickedness, until he has learnt to seek help from above’. The tragic hero of the book is Eric Williams, the boy sent back from India, at the age of twelve, to boarding school in England, far from his father’s watchful eye and benign influence. Eric Williams is described as ‘truthful, ingenious, quick’: he has ‘the ability to acquire almost without effort any subject that interested him’. Here there are some obvious parallels with Gill, who moved with such high speed on any project which engaged him. Eric Williams develops, after trial and tribulation, what were thought of as the ideal public-schoolboy’s virtues: the confidence to stand up for the right, the courage of conviction, the Christian martyrs’ stand. Here again, the theatricality is Gill-like. (Eric Williams is however very unlike Eric Gill – the Gill of later life – in his intense modesty: indecent words in the dormitory, for instance, reduce him to sheer horror, ‘blushing scarlet to the roots of his hair, and then growing pale again, while the hot dew was left upon his forehead’.) Though Gill later came to repudiate so much of that muscular-Christian tradition of his boyhood, it left its mark upon him. Indeed, ironically, a passionately pacifist letter written by Gill to the Tablet in 1939, when war had been declared was headed ‘Eric, or Little by Little’. He was still the son of Arthur Tidman.

         He was also, in particular ways, his mother’s boy. From Rose Gill he inherited his musical ability and also his considerable talent for performance. It was a family legend that Arthur Tidman seized his wife from off the concert platform. She had been a professional singer, performing on the late-Victorian light operatic circuit. She was then Rose King, but performed as Rose le Roi. Eric Gill liked to look back on his mother as ‘a beautiful black-haired young woman’ with a lovely big contralto voice, who sang divinely. Her father, Gaspar King, was the manager of a timber yard in Brentford, a yard which supplied wood to build Lord Brougham’s well-known carriages, and she had inherited much practical good sense. Rose Gill had a certain sturdiness of attitude, which one comes to recognize later on in Eric, and a rather similar sardonic use of language. It was just as well, she said once, that ‘In my Father’s house there are many mansions’ since there were a lot of people she would not want to live with in the after-life. She did not suffer fools gladly and was sharp with servants, tending to ask too much of them. The result was that the household was almost always servantless. Mrs Gill, with thirteen children, was extremely overworked. In a letter to a family friend, written when he was eleven, Eric takes upon himself the role of mother’s agent:

         
            Mother has not got a servant yet, but she has an old woman staying here to do the work, and mother has her nurse; but she says she would be very pleased if you could find one for her.

         

         When looked at closely, Gill’s depiction of his mother in the Autobiography is not completely accurate. He liked to romanticize his working-class origins, as one sees from the references in his memoirs to ‘the inestimable blessing’ of his ‘good “working-class” blood’ and his sentimental depiction of Dear Grandpa King with his complete outfit of clacking false teeth and his large library of more or less worthless secondhand books. But the recollections of other Gill relations suggest that the King family was in actual fact more middle-class than he made out. Indeed the whole ethos of the Gills, both then and later, is a very middle-class one. Middle-class in its clannishness, its liking for the family gathering, for marking the occasion, its dependence on forms and ceremonies in behaviour, its emphasis on social and professional betterment: this was the recruiting ground of minor public schools. Eric himself would have gone to Bradfield School if he had been more proficient at Latin; two of his younger brothers were sent to St John’s, Leatherhead, where children of poor clergy were offered reduced fees. The Gills’ was a family which believed in the keeping-up of appearances. Though Eric later on so ferociously opposed the values and predilections of the bourgeoisie in general, he always remained close to his own very bourgeois family. Again, he plays this down in the Autobiography, with its emphasis on the ‘before’ and ‘after’: the Gill family, being part of his pre-Catholic past, are banished from the chapters which follow his conversion. But the diaries show this was a long way from the truth. He took on his younger brother and nephew as apprentices. Relations with his sisters always edged beyond the affectionate towards the amorous. The great Gill family, with all its genteel snobberies, remained with him all his life – and even afterwards. One of the largest Gill gatherings took place at Eric’s funeral at Pigotts in 1940.

         It is striking how many of Gill’s adult attitudes can be traced back to his Nonconformist childhood. When later in his life Eric Gill extolled the virtues of holy poverty he was inevitably recollecting life as it was lived in the succession of cramped houses around Brighton by the large Gill family on its total income of £150 per year. There were the negative aspects of poverty: the fears of bills and debts were ever present (Eric Gill’s finances were always most precarious). But there were compensations, indeed the basis of a whole philosophy: positive poverty, as he came to see it, a necessary discipline, reduction to essentials. You do not buy the loaf you do not need.

         There is a nice description in Gill’s Autobiography of his father cutting up one cold sausage very skilfully into enough thin slices to give all his children a few slices for their breakfast. They were very good at making the most of what they had. They entertained themselves with puns and word-games and with a little home-made periodical, the Monthly Magazine of Fun and Frolic, a touching foretaste of the many polemical pamphlets Gill produced. Some still exist in the Eric Gill collection at Chichester, and with their childish sketches, their private references and, running through them, a slight tone of moral uplift, they give one a great sense of that affectionate clannish unsophisticated household, with the children more or less living in each other’s pockets. From force of circumstance there was a real need for organized family activity, and again Eric Gill would himself emulate this, perhaps more self-consciously, in his own family communities. It was part of that whole way of life which later commentators saw, admiringly or with occasional cynicism, as ‘the sanctity of the everyday’. Eric’s childhood jobs included the cleaning of the knives and the laying of the table. The Gill household had high standards. Out of poverty arose the concept that jobs mattered in themselves and not just because they paid.

         The life was in a sense claustrophobic, and for Gill this seems to have intensified his visual awareness. His memoirs include a vivid, curious description of having tea en famille in the front room in the basement of one of the Brighton terrace houses of his childhood. The street level is about six feet above the basement, and so the pavement railings are well above his head. He can see the iron gate and a flight of ten brick steps or so which lead down to the area. Suddenly – to the wonder of the child sitting at the tea table – descends a man, or a boy, with a hip bath which he carries over his head like a vast bonnet. He seemed not to be a man but a hip bath walking. It is a scene of late-Victorian England recalled with a surreal accuracy.

         The oddnesses of life seemed even older in this atmosphere: close, secretive, familial, with no chance of escaping intimations of mortality. Two of Eric’s sisters were to die within his childhood, and again in his Autobiography there is a terrifying passage recalling a dream of his father’s, that he saw a group of men coming along Prestonville Road carrying a shutter – one of those long panels used to cover up shop windows, to secure them for the weekend – and lying on the shutter was Eric’s body, drowned. At the same time, simple pleasures of his childhood seemed more pleasurable, more enthralling, rarer, in the everyday domestic context of privation. The Jubilee fireworks, let off from the West Pier, inspired lyrical descriptions from Gill many decades later: the ‘rushing hiss’ of golden rain, and then the grand great curve ascending, ‘and then that marvellous slowing down as the thing reaches its apogee and then a myriad new curves of light rushing towards you in all directions of perspective with new-born speed’. Though Gill, typically if perhaps unconsciously, turns the childhood memory into an adult image of triumphant sexuality, he never lost his childlike spontaneity. His quick response to quite uncomplicated pleasures was to remain one of his most attractive qualities. He went on liking golden rain (and Catherine wheels) for life.

         David Jones, an artist associated closely with Gill and the Gill family, once made the comment, apropos of Eric’s background of High Thinking and Plain Living, that three-quarters of the chaps in the Dictionary of National Biography shared these antecedents. In other words that sons of certain sorts of clergymen were well prepared for worldly success in later life. Eric Gill would certainly have combated this theory, as he combated most theories; but there seems little doubt that the toughness in his character was to some extent encouraged by the vigour and heartiness with which he was surrounded as a child. How could it not be, with his father’s strict regime of the cold bath in the morning? This bath was taken, according to Cecil, ‘with much splashing and swishing noises, like an ostler grooming a horse, in all hirsute manliness’. Arthur Tidman believed in the physical challenge, once testing Eric as a little boy with a ‘burning glass’ which he pulled out of his pocket and held on his son’s palm until he cried with pain. He then rebuked him, reminding him of how the Roman boy had held his hand in the fire until it burned. The sons of English clergymen should also be unflinching.

         Eric was brought up with the eye of God upon him – literally so. His father, in many ways a simple-minded man, quite unlike the subtle priests who later became friends of Eric, pinned up a large card in the breakfast room depicting, very naturalistically, a great eye. The text this illustrated was ‘Thou God seest me’. The all-seeing eye of his childhood was an image which recurs in a succession of Gill’s later engravings: the eye-in-the-hand, the spiritual witness.

         Eric Gill’s was a Victorian childhood in its mixture of terror and sentimentality. His own characteristic combination of the serious and frolicsome, noted by David Jones again, was very much a part of his Victorian inheritance. He shared his father’s fascination for the mechanical world as well as the spiritual. They both loved a contraption: a telescope; a microscope; the mirrorscope which so delighted Gill’s own children. Outside his own window stretched the evidence of burgeoning technology. The railways, close to home, were a great source of inspiration and even when very young he was obsessed with drawing engines, bridges, signals, tunnels. Even then he liked the rational: the hard and clear and clean.

         There were many opportunities in Brighton for Ruskinian self-improvement. Just around the corner from the Gills, in Dyke Road, stood the Booth Bird Museum (known in the Gill household as the Birds’ Museum, since the children imagined it belonging to the hundreds of stuffed birds displayed within it, warblers and buzzards and bitterns). The Booth Museum was and still is an extraordinary monument to Victorian enthusiasm, the urge to collect and collate. Edward Thomas Booth, who formed the collection, was a wealthy man whose preoccupation with birds approached mania: he once kept a train under steam in Brighton Station for a week waiting to rush him to the Highlands as soon as his gillies had informed him that the white-tailed eagles were nesting. The Gill children would also almost certainly have visited the chalk fossil collection in Brighton Museum, near their father’s chapel. This had been assembled by Henry Willett with the serious intention of improving the masses. He wrote confidently:

         
            If the inspection of this collection should help one young man to find his pleasure, and to spend his spare time in this direction, rather than to waste it in billiards and idleness, it will not have been formed or presented in vain.

         

         Though so thoroughly Victorian, Willett’s view of useful leisure is not so far from Gill’s much later writings on the subject, in Work and Leisure and in Work and Property.

         Though it had its pretensions to culture the Gill household was not an academic one. Eric once described his father, with determined candour, as ‘from a “high-brow”, intellectual, agnostic point of view a complete non-entity’. Eric’s formal education was quite casual. His first recollections of what he termed ‘discipline’ were connected with a lady called Alice Blanche Carpenter, alias ‘A.B.C.’, from whom he learned his letters in the nursery at home. Then, from the age of six, he was sent somewhat intermittently to a Brighton kindergarten kept by the Misses Browne, daughters of ‘Phiz’, illustrator of Charles Dickens. He was a slow learner and, ironically for a future expert in typography, at the age of eight could only read three-letter words. In retrospect it seemed to him that his slow progress was in fact caused by the vagaries of English spelling which bored him, as construing Latin bored him later, because of its uncertainties: ‘It seemed too much like guesswork.’ Eric Gill preferred precision. Another early memory, from kindergarten days, was of a class in clay modelling in an upstairs room, which was very grey and gloomy. He was handed out some clay, about the size of a plover’s egg, with the suggestion that he should make something out of it by squeezing it. This flummoxed him completely since he was given no instructions. The scene is interesting in the light of Gill’s development, spiritual and artistic. He relied upon instructions, even if not necessarily complying with them. ‘I remember clearly the grey light and my impotence.’ Without instruction, he would tend to feel at sea.

         Eric was then moved on to the more advanced curriculum, and the more competitive masculine society, of Arnold House School, Hove. This was, he wrote, ‘a real school’, in other words a small and conventional boys’ day school of the 1890s. His father had taught there when he first arrived in Brighton: the school in those days had been known as Western College. In general Eric did not shine at Arnold House, but his natural quickness with arithmetic and Euclid gave him that sense of confidence he lacked in other subjects. He was also above average in grammar and perspective drawing. Again his attraction to the definite is obvious. He always disliked languages, and indeed had reservations about ‘foreigners’ in general. He liked things to go together: in arithmetic he warmed to ‘the lay-out of the figures and the neatness of the writing all combining with the orderliness of the proceeding’. Orderliness; predictability; control; the meticulous tidiness of his surroundings, which became a kind of fetish: these ideals, fundamental to his way of life and work, can be easily traced back to the households of his parents, so imbued with the Victorian disciplines and carefulness, and in some degree to his experience of school.

         For a man whose public image later became so outré it is in a way surprising that his schooldays were so calm, so unexceptional. In most aspects of school life he was an average performer, and indeed in later years his pose continued to be that of ‘a quite ordinary person who is interested but not learned’. His favourite author as a boy was G. A. Henty and the only prize he ever won at school was Through the Sikh War. After the prize-giving he walked home in the moonlight with his mother and father in ‘a daze of exultation and pride’. He was always rather good at sports and played in the school football team, beating every other school in town and neighbourhood, including the junior school of Brighton College. His account of team triumphs might have been written by the Eric of Dean Farrar:

         
            We have only played one football match yet at school and our side beat by an astonishing amount of goals 13 to 0, just fancy, and we left out our best players too. I played in that but did not kick any goals.

         

         The young Eric Gill was also keen on cricket and remembered the impression made on him by the legendary grace of Ranjitsinhji batting. (‘Even now,’ he wrote in 1940, ‘when I want to have a little quiet wallow in the thought of something wholly delightful and perfect, I think of “Ranji” on the County Ground at Hove.’) The impression made on Gill by Ranji, the Indian prince who played for England and who made a century on his first appearance for Sussex, is particularly interesting in view of Gill’s later enthusiasm for the arts of India, in particular the sensual figurative sculpture. His memories of Ranji were not simply kept as memories of superlative style and body beautiful but became a kind of symbol of discipline and craftsmanship and – the basis of his view of art – of truth to nature, of playing according to the nature of the thing. 

         The predictable life of an ordinary boys’ school, where the teaching seems to have been routinely uninspired, rather suited Eric Gill. Later, he was caustic about the prevailing educational methods, maintaining that the whole of his education had been simply ‘learning things out of little books and being able to remember enough to answer questions’. But he managed to be kind about and grateful for his teachers. They did no good but, more important, did him no harm either. Though in later years he came to reject much of the specific vision of the world which his teachers put before him, as he also turned so diametrically against the religious practices of his father and his grandfather, he saw that his schooldays had given him ‘the tools’ – an image few but Gill could have employed with such conviction. He used it metaphorically, in the sense of mental agility. His school had at least trained him in the tricks of memory. He also recollected his first sight of real true tools, the tools which were the basis of his trade and his vocation. Gill was introduced to practical crafts by a boy who was at school with him, a tall, lanky, clumsy boy who was outspoken and unpopular because his view of politics was much too radical for the simple patriotic boys of Arnold House. Eric did not really take to this boy either, but used to go to visit him (he too was a day boy), feeling disgusted by his own reluctance. But in fact these visits taught Gill a double lesson. He learned about tools from looking round his classmate’s carpentering shop and, perhaps still more essential, he discovered moral courage. This boy ‘was of the stuff of which martyrs are made’. He perceived, for the first time, the virtue and the power of the iconoclast.

         At this stage Gill first perceived the special status of the artist. The place of the artist in society became one of the favourite topics of his adult life and indeed one of the bases of his critique of society. At school his adeptness in drawing locomotives gave him the prestige he would otherwise have lacked: his first taste of what he came to describe as ‘Art-Nonsense’. As he wrote to Everard Meynell years later, in 1911:

         
            How extraordinary that Percy Lucas, whom I have not seen since he and I were little boys at school, should still keep one of my steam engine drawings! I was supposed to be a great authority on the subject when I was about 12.

         

         One of his teachers once said of Eric Gill, ‘It’s a pity he’s so easily led.’ He kept this in his mind. He did not wholly disagree with it. He saw he responded very easily to influence. But the point, he later commented, was: ‘how good the leaders?’ It could be a jolly good thing to be led well. It took him years to realize this, but the virtue of his upbringing was his ability to be gregarious, his ease both in giving and accepting leadership where the leaders measured up to his exacting standards. He learned the joy, which never left him, of companionship and friendship, the spontaneous affection, the seizing of the moment: the qualities which made Eric Gill so attractive to those who knew him, so excessive and outrageous to those outside his circle. Such as the day out on the Downs, while he was walking with his sister, he suddenly flung off his clothes and they continued naked. A passing shepherd stared.

         Gill’s earliest remembered friendships were with his sister Cicely and with ‘Bunny’ Browne. He commented, ‘when I consider those friendships and ask myself how they differed from friendships I have had with grown-up people, I can only say that I discover no difference whatever, unless it be that those friendships of childhood were even better than any others, clearer, brighter, lovelier, more unselfish. They were a union of minds, of souls. And they were human too. There was nothing of the disembodied spirit about them. In a real sense we enjoyed one another’s bodies too.’ The physical propinquities, enforced intimacies, of the succession of cramped and happy houses around the suburban streets of Brighton, seem to have encouraged Gill to view the female body, the bodies of his sisters from the early days of childhood, the bodies of the women of his own domestic entourage, as a never-failing source of interest and delight.

         His sense of maleness derived closely from his father and his father’s strong paterfamilias persona. This was intensified by the traditions of the mission where the missionaries were figures of great potency, even of adulation, in the primitive communities of the South Sea Islands, living in large bungalows with native servants, with their womenfolk in useful but subsidiary roles. Cecil leaves a revealing description of his missionary brother Romney, lording it with the Anglican Mission out in New Guinea: ‘He had his foibles; mother used to call him “the potentate”, so used was he to ordering his own life and his entourage of devoted disciples.’ As Eric grew older the band of devoted disciples became essential to him too. The Gills’ father, Arthur Tidman, was a vain man, rather lazy, and one of his wife’s functions was to protect and cosset him, giving other people the impression that his work was tremendously important and also very tiring. Particularly after busy Sundays, father was not to be wakened or annoyed. ‘In these and in countless hardly remembered but pervasive ways my mother built up in our minds the immense importance and dignity of the minister of religion and the father of the family,’ wrote Eric later. ‘It was not at all his fault if he more or less basked in this sunshine.’ Eric too perceived the charms of the male-centred household and admired what he saw to be his father’s male directness: the fact that he saw things as ends in themselves, nothing simply as a means. His father was for example especially enthusiastic about sharpening pencils, and sharpening them properly, preoccupied not just with using the right method but even more with reaching the desired result in the form of a well-sharpened pencil. Young Eric Gill’s absorption of this basic philosophy, an early domestic induction into many of the right-doing, right-thinking theories of the Arts and Crafts movement, was important. As he came to realize, ‘There’s quite a lot in sharpening pencils.’

         A facet of the male directness of the household was its warlike spirit. Its patriotism verged on the extreme. In Gill’s memoirs, written at a time when he himself was an extreme pacifist, this embarrassing inheritance is glanced at but not dwelt on: it is dismissed as ‘jingo imperialism’. But again, Eric’s brother Cecil fills out the picture in a way Eric himself felt disinclined to, showing the extent to which war and soldiering were accepted as the noblest of callings in that household. The patriotism, strong enough at the time of the Boer War, reached its climax in the First World War when a huge map was hung up in the dining room with little flags marking the positions of opposing forces. Photographs of the King, Lord French, Kitchener of Khartoum and General Roberts were pinned up round the walls, and Arthur Tidman’s sermons began verging on the bloodthirsty. Cecil describes his father as ‘intensely patriotic in the grand righteous manner, bordering on self-righteousness’.

         From his father’s household Eric Gill drew many of the principles of life and work one finds resurfacing in his art and his polemics, especially his view of active male and passive female: man providing the direction, intellectual and spiritual; woman the emotional support and sustenance. Education for girls was not considered necessary. Madeline, the cleverest of Eric’s sisters, ‘the bookworm of the family’, envied Eric’s schooldays. This was the sister who went into the convent.

         When Eric was fourteen there was another great upheaval, the result of a fresh paternal crise de conscience. Arthur Tidman had decided to leave the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connection and join the Church of England proper. Eric’s first intimation of the change was when his father took him, after his usual Sunday morning service in the chapel, to an unfamiliar Anglican church, to hear the tail-end of the sermon there. Eric was at first disconcerted, partly because the building itself seemed bare and gaunt after the familiar comforts of the little Gothic chapel with its upper gallery, its curtains and its carpets and its nicely intimate lock-up boxes of family prayer books. At the same time he realized, with the child’s sharp instinct, that this was a momentous occasion and his life too would be changing. And he soon became excited. He always enjoyed changes, if the change was not too drastic, as the chance for a renewal. The decision once taken, it was acted on quite quickly. Arthur Tidman Gill preached his farewell sermon; the ‘hat’ was passed round the small shopkeepers and other lower middle-class citizens of Brighton who had mainly composed his congregation; bills were paid (with some relief); and the family prepared to transport itself to Chichester, where Eric’s father had, with the approval of the bishop, enrolled as what would now be called a mature student at Chichester Theological College.

         The episode is described in Eric’s memoirs in that jaunty tone one comes to know well, and suspect. One recognizes it as a kind of danger signal. It alerts one to the subjects Gill feels nervous of developing. The decision of his father to abandon the Dissenters at that moment was a strange one. This was after all the high noon of Dissenting chapel building, when the galleries had never been so full of worshippers. These were years of excitement and expansion: the 1906 election was to symbolize the peak of Liberal Nonconformist social gospelling. Why then did Arthur Gill feel impelled to go and start again, at the bottom of the ladder, in the Church of England in Chichester? And why was this a question Eric was apparently so disinclined to ask?

         Eric was always prone to embarrassment and maybe there was something in his father’s volte-face which he found worryingly close to home. Perhaps, retrospectively, it reminded him a little too acutely of the whole family tradition of domestic – and public – reversals of allegiance. There were his own switches from Anglicanism to agnosticism to catholicism; from military service in the First World War to his fierce pacifism in the 1930s. There was his brother Cecil’s decision in mid-life to abandon his Anglican parish in Wales and become a Catholic. (Cecil Ernest, named after the Bishop of Chichester: the sequence of events had a peculiar force of irony.) The sons, like the father, were romantically restless, susceptible forever to the charms of moving on.

         As it turned out, Chichester, much more than Brighton, was to be a landmark and a milestone in Gill’s lifelong search for the near-celestial city. It was a place which influenced him lastingly. But before the family left Brighton, there were two events which had a marked effect on Eric: one painful, one ecstatic. The sad one, in 1897, was the death at the age of thirteen, of his beloved sister Cicely, his first and closest friend and ‘little mother’ figure in that pullulating household. He had not, he explained later, ‘known’ death before, except as a fact of natural history: ‘I had not known death in the sense in which we may be said to “know” a lover (“and he went in unto her and knew her”).’ Their father kept Cicely’s old toys as kinds of relics in a glass-fronted cabinet and he would sometimes get out a favourite grey elephant and groan with sorrow over it. Both father and son had a slightly mawkish streak. Eric, in that dreamworld he inhabits in his memoirs, claims he could not remember the slightest thing wrong with her. Cicely is the first instance of that figure so familiar in Gill’s later history, and in his drawings and engravings: the idealized pubescent girl.

         The other main event which shattered the even tenor of his life, towards the end of his schooldays in Brighton, was Eric Gill’s discovery of the male organ. He describes this at length, in terms of great intensity, in his Autobiography. One must remember that the Autobiography was written later in life, when Gill was nearing sixty, after a few years of intensive amatory turmoil and at a time when he had become a kind of guru, with a public always avid for pronouncements about sex. All the same, his description is convincing and endearing, radiant with his very particular sense of the power of the phallus and its comic possibilities, and nobody but Gill could ever have arrived at it:

         
            But how shall I ever forget the strange, inexplicable rapture of my first experience? What marvellous thing was this that suddenly transformed a mere water tap into a pillar of fire – and water into an elixir of life? I lived henceforth in a strange world of contradiction: something was called filthy which was obviously clean; something was called ridiculous which was obviously solemn and momentous; something was called ugly which was obviously lovely. Strange days and nights of mystery and fear mixed with excitement and wonder – strange days and nights, strange months and years.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

            CHICHESTER 1897–1900

         

         At the end of the summer in 1897, when the Gill family arrived in Chichester, there were eleven surviving children. Enid, Eric’s elder sister, with whom his relations were always rather fiery, was then sixteen; Cecil, his youngest brother, was still a tiny baby. They took up residence in a house completely different in shape and atmosphere and architectural merit from any of the run-of-the-mill suburban villas into which the family had packed themselves in Brighton.

         Not that No. 2 North Walls, the ‘little squashy house’ in Chichester, a Georgian terrace building, was particularly glamorous. It reflected a serious lowering of the Gills’ standard of living, modest enough before. Eric’s father, once he had completed his studies at the theological college, became a curate at the sub-deanery church of St Peter in West Street, taking a drop in stipend from £150 to £90 a year. The children’s bedroom window looked straight on to the neighbour’s backyard. There was only one door which opened directly on to the pavement; two steps led down into the entrance passage. It was inconvenient and rather unhygienic: Eric was haunted by the memory of innumerable black beetles in the kitchen. But the good thing about it was its lack of all pretensions. Though the house is now demolished, old photographs reveal it to have been a modest but quite handsome urban dwelling, pleasing in its proportions with a neat pedimented doorway. Perhaps it taught Gill something of the dignity of plainness. There was no tradesman’s entrance; there were no bay windows; there were none of those modern ‘improvements’, signs and symbols of the bourgeois instincts for respectability and self-aggrandizement which were to become such anathema to Gill.

         No. 2 North Walls had a view inwards to the medieval city surrounding the cathedral and a vista outwards from the Roman walls to the green fields and the country. Living there gave Eric an immediate new sense of possibilities, quite different from life as lived at ‘Preston View’ in Brighton. However unidyllic in some ways the conditions of family life, the town itself inspired him in a way he had never imagined that towns could. Chichester was so important to Eric at the time in teaching him something he had never comprehended in the shapeless and soulless sprawl of Brighton: that towns could in themselves have character and meaning. It was also to become a lasting symbol of perfection, the ideal of the good city, human, decorous, coherent. The vision of Chichester always remained central to Gill’s passionate urge to achieve an integration of life and art and work and worship, his sense of his own mission – often thwarted – ‘to make a cell of good living in the chaos of our world’.

         In Brighton Eric Gill had been obsessed with drawing engines. In Chichester, with similar energy and method, he began recording the buildings of the town. The small plan of Chichester included much much later in Gill’s Autobiography, nicely shaded in by Denis Tegetmeier, his son-in-law, shows what it was in Chichester that Eric Gill responded to. It was, first of all, the scale: the city was then relatively small, with a population of about ten thousand. It was, too, the sense of enclosure and containment, a quality which always especially delighted him artistically, sexually, domestically. The life of Chichester took place within its walls. There was also an oddity in Chichester he liked. The layout of the town, although so well-defined and tidy, was not, he pointed out, mathematically symmetrical. The houses in the town, many of which Gill drew, had the quirkiness and irregularities inherent in the architecture of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Eric Gill got great enjoyment from a modest aberration; it was part of his engaging Englishness of character. There was nothing more lovely, he thought, in the whole of England than the little stretch of six or seven Queen Anne and early Georgian houses in the East Pallant in Chichester: ‘They are not big and grand’, he wrote, ‘like the one ascribed to C. Wren at the corner, but little and perfect. I trust they are still there.’

         There had originally been a plan for Eric to become an engineer. Early on he had been taken by his father for an interview with an engineer acquaintance. But the interview depressed him greatly: it seemed deadeningly technical. He could not get excited about stresses, strains, hydraulics and the planning-out of reservoirs. Engineering seemed much duller than he had imagined in his years of engine worship. He quite quickly changed direction and by the time the Gill family reached Chichester it had been decided, more or less, that Eric Gill would be an artist. His father, using one of the sonorous phrases which used to embarrass his children so from the pulpit, told the master at Chichester Art School that Eric intended ‘to embrace a career of art’.

         This was not in fact so unexpected a choice of career for the son of an impoverished clergyman as one might imagine. The Gill household had always had artistic interests, not just through Mrs Gill, once so active on the concert platform, but also through Gill’s father, an amateur painter, who was apt to say he should have been an artist rather than a clergyman. (To which Eric responded, ‘I’m very glad he wasn’t.’) Arthur Tidman Gill was said to have produced some quite respectable paintings, especially early on when he admired Meissonier and did sunsets and landscapes in a conventional manner, and before he took to a provincial English version of French Impressionism. At one stage he had even taken on school drawing classes in part-payment for his children’s fees. In any case, the households of the Gills in Brighton had been, as such households go, a little bit Bohemian. There was a hint of raciness, as when Mr Gill, himself a smoker, once said to his son that ‘smoking a cigarette in a holder is like kissing a lady with a veil on’. Later on Eric, surprisingly, would always use a holder.

         In 1898, when he was fifteen, a few months after enrolling at the art school, Eric Gill began a diary. The Collins Handy Diary, which was the first volume of a lifetime series, kept up until Gill’s dying days in Harefield Hospital, is inscribed ‘To dear Eric from Father, Xmas Day 1897’. Eric Gill’s first entries set the pattern for his diaries for the forty years to come. They are tight, straightforward, almost obsessively methodical records of events, details of expenditure, itemizations of work done and to be charged for. They are almost wholly factual. Few views, no flights of fancy. None of the nostalgia, the retrospective vision, which makes Gill’s Autobiography, although charming, in places somewhat suspect. The diaries are duller and more totally believable. Gill begins by recording that in 1897 ‘Mr. Firth gave me for sketching his church for his Mag. 7/6d.’

         Eric Gill was conscientious about keeping up his diaries, even from that early period, and they gave one a remarkably accurate picture, so far as they go, of how he spent his days. On the whole his activities were very ordinary. Later friends and commentators were to dwell on Gill’s quality of extraordinary ordinariness, the real-life personality which was so much at odds with his public image of blatant eccentricity; and the early diaries, with their accounts of Eric Gill in his mid-teens, growing up in such a quiet, predictable environment, show that his taste for routines and domesticity began at quite an early age. He seems to have accepted and enjoyed what he was offered. The art school in the daytime, often in the evenings too; services in the cathedral, described with great enthusiasm; parish social evenings at the sub-deanery, sometimes including dancing, which he found ‘awfully jolly’. There is an obvious happiness, a feeling of belonging. There is no sense at all at this stage of Eric Gill’s quite savage sense of irony and satire. There is however an interesting sign of his early entrepreneurial spirit – for Gill, though he denied it, was always a good salesman – in the mention in January 1898 that he was considering doing a series of architectural sketches of Chichester Cathedral and sending them up to London ‘to the publisher of those little books’.

         Gill’s diaries, then and later, are a wonderful example not just of human energy in filling every minute but of human purposefulness, a supreme Victorian virtue. No one was ever better at the improvement of each shining hour. Gill was constitutionally incapable of just doing nothing, as an ex-apprentice later wrote with feeling: ‘He instinctively filled the interstices of time with making, mending, setting things to right.’ Some of this zeal of course came from his father who taught him not only the rigorous technique of perspective drawing, without which he felt he might perhaps have wandered away into mere artistic romanticism, but also the importance of a framework of orderliness in life itself, the duty one has to organize one’s time constructively. His mother’s boundless energy was also influential. She was the sort of person who, after all the household tasks involved in bringing up a family, large by any standards, with few outside resources, found time to read her favourite George Meredith and George Eliot and to practise her singing. She was very open-minded, and she liked discussing new ideas, much more so than her husband. She was marvellous at holding her large family together, and even after rising very early to do the heavy washing she would still be sitting up till 2 or 3 a.m. writing letters to any of the children who happened to be away from home. This was a well-remembered family tradition, for these letters would be lined up on the table in the hall for the others to add to if they wanted before posting. Indefatigability, as well as a strong sense of family commitment, was part of his inheritance; and Eric, like his mother, needed very little sleep.

         However, though so close, Eric’s relations with his father and mother were in the Chichester days not totally harmonious. The diaries as well as the memoirs reveal tensions. Nor is it so surprising. They were all strong characters. Eric and his mother, with their frenzied energy, had endless squabbles, most of them domestic. Eric’s more fundamental opposition to his father, most painful in his adolescent years, took the form of challenging his patriarchal attitudes and habits. ‘Ericcy boy’, as his father used to call him in his wildly sentimental correspondence, with its frequent admonitions to Eric to ‘be good’, could not resist sometimes behaving very tactlessly, embarking on actions which were bound to end in outrage. So much so that he once sent a letter to his father at Chichester Theological College starting ‘Father’, with no prefix of ‘dear’ or ‘my dear’. Mr Gill was much offended, a response which Eric later recorded as an early example of the impossibility of getting people to be reasonable. Cecil recollected later an awful scene in Sussex at a quiet country church when, with his father in full flood in the delivery of one of his Tennysonian sermons, Eric and one of his young radical socialist friends got up and stalked out of the church.

         This intemperate behaviour was not typical of Eric, as Cecil indeed noted. He was not a cruel person. He was usually very controlled in confrontation. So it does suggest a depth of underlying tension between Eric, as a young man, and his father, and maybe explains partly the desperate intensity of his adolescent search for father substitutes, his almost inordinate urge to hero worship; the pattern of progression from the heights of optimism to the depths of disillusionment which became a feature of his early male relationships.

         His first hero in Chichester was George Herbert Catt. ‘Mr. Catt the Art Master’, he wrote in his new diary, ‘is awfully nice. I go to tea with him very often.’ His diaries and memoirs of these years are full of references to talks, walks, even holidays with Mr Catt. Mr Catt represented the good and true and beautiful; Eric hung on his words and followed him about like a devoted dog. His approval of Eric’s work in class was recorded with triumph. For instance, 26 October 1898: ‘Design class in evening. Very good. Mr. Catt said my design was best. I am glad.’

         Though later on he turned against the regime at the art school (as he turned against so much, with such great force of opposition), the very conventional and highly structured training in fact suited him extremely well to start with. As at Arnold House, it was a negative advantage. There may not have been much positively right about the routine training in techniques then in force at the Chichester Technical and Art School, as in the many other comparable art schools up and down the country (part of a whole national network of art instruction rigidly controlled by the Department of Science and Art, aftermath of the Great Exhibition of 1851). But nor, as far as Eric was concerned, was there much wrong with it. If he had found very little positively stimulating about the so-called South Kensington system, dominated by exam curricula and aiming mainly to produce still more art teachers, he did at least acquire great technical confidence from his early, exact training in such crafts as woodcarving, gesso, tempera and sgraffito. His diary records the usual art school exercises: design for a painted plate; design for a doily (just the sort of artefact which Gill would later pour such scorn on), carried out without complaint and with a moderate success. Although he never got a medal he did win a Queen’s Prize for his perspective drawing at Chichester, and he gained a useful grounding in the sheer professional skill which later on in life enabled him to carry on working while conducting a hard conversation, a knack which never failed to intimidate spectators.

         Mr Catt made great efforts to broaden his experience. He taught him about styles of medieval architecture and how to tell the dates of buildings. He was, like Eric’s father, a great Tennysonian and quoted In Memoriam on every conceivable occasion so that Eric too soon knew quite a lot of it by heart. He remained particularly fond of the passage about the routine of rural agriculture:

         
            
               As year by year the labourer tills

               His wonted glebe, and lops the glades.

            

         

         Whilst his actual grasp of the realities of agriculture was never especially convincing (this was a department of life he usually deputed to the women in his family), Gill’s romantic interest in the idea of the life of the earth and man’s work on the land was always fervent and indeed quite Tennysonian. His perception of nature began in Chichester, and with it the ideas of the natural balance of living and working which he was to pursue in his succession of rural communities. He also gained from Chichester his own first creative orientation, his earliest real sense of his own interests and abilities.

         At Chichester Gill became – his own word for it – ‘mad’ on lettering. This was not, he claimed, a too inaccurate description for an interest which was to dominate and enchant him for his whole working life. In his earlier railway period in Brighton, in his beautiful, meticulous wash drawings of the engines caught in action emerging from the tunnel, slowly climbing the steep track alongside the Gills’ garden, each engine’s name and number carefully delineated, he had first become aware of the potential of lettering, aesthetic and functional. He knew then it excited him. But it was only later on in Chichester, under Mr Catt’s protective, fond instruction, that he discovered the true identity of letters, saw that ‘letters were something special in themselves’. He praises Mr Catt for that, but rather typically came to blame him too for letting him get carried away into what seemed to him later ‘the worst perversions and eccentricities in the way of “new art” lettering’; and certainly the early examples of Gill’s lettering are very far away indeed from Gill Sans rationality.

         In fact it was another father figure, Dr Codrington, prebendary of Chichester Cathedral, who encouraged his interest in older forms of the alphabet. ‘Began notes on Classic Architecture in eve,’ says his diary, ‘also copied alphabet from Domesday Book of Sussex which Dr. Cod lent me.’ Dr Codrington’s loves were very antiquarian. He was a Doctor of Divinity and an authority on Pacific island culture and an enthusiast for heraldry and medieval architectural archaeology. He, like so many of the Gill relations, had been a missionary in the South Seas, but now lived alone with his cat, in a cluttered and eccentric house in the cathedral close, full of the relics of his days in Melanesia. He had a banana tree in the garden, to the wonderment of Chichester children, and was known for his past associations with cannibals. Eric’s brother Cecil remembered him as ‘a delightful fellow’, a ‘very benign, learned, friendly old chap’. But he also had a faintly cussed side. He could be very critical of the more conventional aspects of cathedral life. He asked some awkward questions, and it seems quite likely that one of the lessons learned by Eric when he, as so often, took tea with Dr Codrington, friendly by the fire in the medieval twilight, was the tendency to query, inclination to debunk.

         But you only debunk what you know and understand. This rule of life, as well, he absorbed from Dr Codrington. His sense of the intimate interworkings of religious communities, which was so important in his later life, began to dawn upon him in those years in Chichester when Eric lived almost on top of the cathedral. The cathedral was part of his existence, a part which he accepted in a matter-of-fact way: see his laconic diary entry ‘I go in for bell ringing here and am one of the cathedral junior singers.’ He treated the cathedral a bit as if he owned it: ‘he went through it with a toothcomb’, recollected Cecil. He persuaded the head verger to hand over the keys to him and described with what a sense of great adventure he got to know the building in its very bones: the mysterious circular staircases, dark places over the vaulting. He climbed the spire and walked around the galleries and clerestories. It became a place of great familiarity. He claimed to have known the fabric of the building at least as well as any of the clergy. He kept an immense awe for the great religious buildings of all denominations (though unable to stomach St Peter’s in Rome, which he could not help comparing to the Ritz Palace Hotel, an amalgam of the worst hotels he could imagine). But he also saw great churches almost as domestic buildings, approachable and useful like so many of the Nonconformist chapels: a cathedral was a building made by ‘chaps’ to pray in, as Bernard Wall expressed it. This was very much Gill’s view.

         Eric Gill was not attuned to appreciate the church architecture which surrounded him in Brighton, the ‘ecclesiastical fleuraison’ of Victorian Brighton which Pevsner later taught us to admire. But Gill was temperamentally ideal for Chichester: the idea of the cathedral right inside the city, giving shape and point to it, and drawing its own life from the fact of its proximity; the nature of the building, its lovely random Englishness, described in The Buildings of England as ‘a well-worn, well-loved, comfortable fireside chair of a cathedral – St Francis, not Bernard: St Augustine of Hippo, not St Augustine of Canterbury’; the dramatic impact of the medieval spire seen from the flat countryside around it. Gill always had a taste for such spiritual vistas, as when later on at Ditchling he erected a large crucifix and planned an oratory building to be seen for miles around. His rather childlike love of symbols, his fascination with the phallic, with the surge of upward movement, shows from those early days the basic tension in his nature, seeking release in a fusion of the erotic and the sublime.

         In Chichester Cathedral there are two extraordinary sculptures, stone panels carved in relief, Anglo-Saxon or early Norman, one showing the Raising of Lazarus, the other Christ Arriving at Bethany. Henry Moore, when he first saw them in the early 1920s, never having known about them even from photographs, describes standing before them for a long time: ‘They were just what I wanted to emulate in sculpture: the strength of directly carved form, of hard stone, rather than modelled flowing soft form.’ Eric Gill had seen these carvings, of course, years before Moore had. Though, oddly, he does not refer to them in the Autobiography or any of his writings, their influence is obvious on his own most characteristically two-dimensional stone carvings, in particular the Westminster Stations of the Cross. He told Philip Hagreen, who worked with him at Ditchling and at Capel, of the impact they had made on him, saying with deep feeling (for Eric, all his life, remained tremendously emotional), ‘I have seen those stones many times, but never without tears.’

         Chichester Cathedral had high musical traditions. The great Elizabethan composer Thomas Weelkes had, for instance, been the organist and informator choristarum from 1601 or 1602 and the best of his church music probably dates from those early years in Chichester. The music, in Gill’s time there, was being taken very seriously, and one of Eric’s secret pleasures, in exploring the heights of the cathedral building, was listening to the music through the holes in the bosses of the vaulting. The assistant organist, Osmund Daughtry, became a friend of his, another of the ‘leaders’ whose tastes he chose to follow. He later said that Daughtry treated him as an equal, though Daughtry was a man and Eric still a boy, and persuaded him away from his old childhood allegiances to Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Worte and the Chopin Nocturnes, which his mother used to play for him, towards the baroque masters – Handel, Bach, Corelli, Purcell – and the early English composers of church music. Feeling gave way to structure.

         He had, he thought later, arrived in Chichester at exactly the right age. He was ‘mentally bursting like a bud and physically too’. The quiet routines and the understated interest taken in him by the cathedral community settled him and stimulated him. The ladies of the close patronized him gently, lending him art books, looking through his sketches and even sometimes giving him a small commission (such as one from Mrs Glover, recorded in his diary, to sketch her garden and the cathedral from it). He had a certain status within the neighbourhood, something which was always, in a way, important to him. When a minor celebrity, Sir Arthur Blomfield, the architect, came to survey Chichester, it was Gill who was allotted to him: ‘Up Cathedral all day with Sir A. Blomfield,’ runs the entry for 4 May 1899. ‘He is very nice, showed him my sketches.’ Already Gill sounds confident: not cowed or overawed.

         This was of course a time of spring awakening for Gill. In what almost amounted to the Chichester version of Wedekind’s play of small-town adolescent longing, Gill fell in love for the first time with Winifred Johnson, who was at art school with him. He was sixteen, she was nineteen. The atmosphere of art schools at that time was especially conducive to romance. They were mouvementé places and relatively flexible socially, with classes running through the whole day, from morning training in such subjects as drawing and shading, water colour and oil painting, generally held for ladies only, to evening classes for ladies and gentlemen as well as special classes for ‘artizans and teachers’, since one of the main aims of the South Kensington system was to improve the aesthetic judgement of industrial workers. The provincial art school of the late nineteenth century was an environment which, if by no means louche, was certainly more easygoing than most of the homes from which its pupils came, a pattern which continued right through to the 1960s, with an evident effect on British visual culture. In Gill’s day the sense of new freedoms was infectious. Picturesque scenes of female students in long overalls painting vases in the Modelling Room or decorously sketching from the life-size classical casts in the Antique Room could hardly have failed to affect the male students, even those a great deal less susceptible than Gill.

         ‘You know, I have always been interested in love,’ as Eric Gill told his brother Cecil in 1939, ill in bed in the Welsh mountains, in reminiscent mood. This, as it had turned out, was something of an understatement, which gives a particular poignancy and sweetness to his accounts of early love affairs in Chichester. His romance with Winifred seems to have aroused great disapproval first from Eric’s parents and then from Mr Catt, who foresaw it reflecting badly on the reputation of the art school. Only Winifred’s mother seems to have been sympathetic, as suggested by Eric’s diary entry ‘Introduced to Mrs. Johnson at school in eve. She is v. nice indeed, v. sweet. Like her! hee! hee!’ But in the event the affair was much more harmless than anybody, certainly Mr Catt, imagined. As Gill himself narrated it years later in the sex-confessional manuscript He and She, it had never been at all a physical affair. He had loved Winifred wistfully from afar, never having thought of asking for or taking any liberty with her body whatsoever, never having even actually kissed her. A letter which he wrote her in 1898, on holiday in London, which begins ‘My dear Miss Johnson’ and which tentatively suggests he would have liked to go with her to the Burne-Jones exhibition, shows nicely the tone of camaraderie between them. Gill, typically (for he always kept his head however much he was in love) asks her to return the letter to him later, as a record of the things he saw in London, ‘as it will make a much better diary than I should ever trouble to write’.

         If his first love was an art-school love, his second, and much deeper, more enduring love affair was a cathedral one. Eric Gill’s slow courtship of Ethel Moore, the sacristan’s daughter, the girl he was to marry, took place in a setting and indeed at a pace almost totally Trollopean. She glimpsed him first, having heard about him from her sister. They were all in the cathedral. She described it very simply: ‘he sat just behind us one afternoon – and my sister told me it was Eric Gill.’ 

         Mutual attraction, the basis for the sudden sense of recognition between two people, is always difficult to define exactly. But Gill had a great love of and need for the familiar, as well as great talent for the deviation, and there was already a reserve of shared experience with Ethel. He knew her father well. Henry Holding Moore, the sacristan or head verger of the cathedral, was the man who had apparently so irresponsibly, but with such understanding of the nature of his future son-in-law, handed over the cathedral keys to him. They already shared a milieu and a setting. She too had had a recent and devastating family bereavement: she had been brought home from boarding school to nurse her brother, who had died when she was seventeen. She was older than Eric, as Winifred had been. Indeed, there were four years between them, and again this was a very likely reason for attraction. She had been to a finishing school in France; she had worked on the Isle of Wight, briefly, as a governess: Ethel had seen life, in a way which he had not. She could offer an accumulation of experience. Influenced no doubt by the image of his mother at the hub of her large family, busy yet reposeful, Eric always saw the woman as the refuge, the good manager. Ethel fitted this view of things ideally, for as well as the extra maturity of years she was by temperament very sensible and settled. This was the quality which David Jones noted later: ‘She was totally English, frightfully English, but she was also like a French woman.’ Even at an early age it was quite obvious she had great astuteness and practical sense.

         Unfortunately Eric’s parents were no keener on this romance than on the previous one. They had a small-town snobbishness and despised Ethel’s father’s business, a successful plant nursery in Chichester. ‘Mr Gill was a curate and my father was a florist,’ as she put it, in her usual very matter-of-fact manner. Besides their opinion of the social imbalance Gill’s parents were worried about Eric’s youthfulness. But the affair went on quite gently and defiantly through autumn and winter 1899, with entries in the diary recording suppers, concerts, readings out loud to Ethel from Morte d’Arthur. Once the entry is just ‘lovely, lovely, lovely’. Physically, things went cautiously, from the kissing of the hand to the rubbing of the wrist, each new move recorded accurately in Gill’s diary. It was a courtship of great charm and happiness.

         It coincided with another big decision in Gill’s life. He had made up his mind that he could never be an artist; or rather, that he found the idea of the ‘career of art’ as envisaged at the art school of little interest to him. He completely turned against the built-in-system of training artists to become art teachers to train yet more art teachers. This meant, of course, turning against Mr Catt as well.

         
            
[image: ]
               2 St John’s, Bognor, the parish to which Gill’s father went as curate after he had joined the Church of England. Pen and ink drawing, 1899.

            

         

         Turning away from the place which once delighted him; losing faith in his old heroes, quarrelling with his great friends: all these are recurring patterns in Gill’s progress, in his almost compulsive movings on from place to place, from allegiance to allegiance. There was always a great tension between repose and restlessness. He was always all too tempted to bite the hand that fed him: ‘Mr. Catt say nuffin’ hardly,’ he wrote wanly in his diary, after his announcement that he was leaving the art school. Much as he had loved it and would later on defend it, he had realized that Chichester was ‘not only “no abiding city”’ but a city in which he was ‘no longer able to abide’.

         By 1900 Gill had also become very disenchanted with his home and his parents and even his religion. The Church of England, where he had worshipped with such hopefulness when his father left the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connection, now seemed to him lacking in force and fire. No martyrdom. Too many of its clergymen now struck him as asses. He was looking for more drama, and he could not find it here.

         But although Gill was so prone to disillusionment he also always had an aptitude for finding an alternative. He never left a place without a sense of disarray but also never without a longing and excitement for the next place. The next place now had to be London. The next focus of ambition, the new role in life he fixed on, was that of architect. It appealed to his developing sense of social fairness. He saw himself as leaving the intangibilities of the life of the fine artist for the positive goodness of constructing not grandiose places like palaces or cathedrals, but honest houses for ordinary people. When Gill set off to London it was country-cottage building, architecture of the simple life, that he had in mind.

         He liked things very plain, and to Eric Gill the cottage was a symbol. As he said, a sort of talisman. The quasi-peasant life became a strong ideal to him, the basic cottage plan an image of security. At this time in his life, when he was young and starting out, in a state both of optimism and confusion, he referred everything back to his idea of the cottage, the child’s story-book building, a ‘little house – four square, with doors and windows and a roof. 
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