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This book traces the reception and assimilation of modern visual art in
England during the interwar period and examines the implications such as a
local, contextual study has for the broader histories of European modernism
and of modern England. It focuses on a debate about the nature of art
between modernist “formalists” who sought to define art as autonomous
and self-reflexive, and avant-garde “functionalists” who reacted against this
definition by arguing that art had direct social, economic, and spiritual
function. . . . The formalist conception of art was indebted to the writings
of Roger Fry and Clive Bell, members of London’s Bloomsbury Group; the
functionalist conception of art was propounded by an informal network of
individuals, many from the industrial North, whom I have called “medieval

modernists.” (Saler vii)
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I will argue that the formalist aesthetic was strongly challenged throughout the
interwar period and that the reception and assimilation of modern art through
the late 1930s owed as much to the romantic medievalism of Ruskin and
Morris as it did to the formalism of Fry and Bell. (Saler vii)
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If we are to achieve our hopes and forge the armour of light, everyone will
have to work for the community in some way or other for nothing. What we
seek can only be gained by voluntary work, which is work of love. . . What
excuse is there for relieving anyone of his share of tidying up his street;
protecting his park or public garden; caring for his neighbor in misfortune;
watching against abuse amongst those in authority; doing something to
beautify and adorn his surroundings, which all may share.?
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The DIA intended to replace the romantic medievalism of the arts and
crafts with a modern medievalism that embraced industry, commerce, and
mass-commodities: artisanry was not incompatible with modern technology.

Taking their lead from organizations like the DIA, many writers during the
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interwar period characterized the machine as an artisan’s tool that simply
needed to be mastered by the modern craftsman. (Saler 79)
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Morris preaches: ‘I don’t want art for a few, any more than education for a
few, or freedom for a few,” and he asks that great question which will decide
the fate of art in our century: “What business have we with art at all, unless all
can share it?” So far Morris is the true prophet of the twentieth century, the
father of the Modern Movement. . . .

However, this is only one half of Morris’s doctrine. The other half
remained committed to nineteenth-century style and nineteenth-century
prejudices. Morris’s notion of art derives from his knowledge of medieval
conditions of work, and is part and parcel of nineteenth-century ‘historicism.’
Proceeding from Gothic handicraft, he defined art simply as ‘the expression by
man of his pleasure in labour.” (Pevsner, Pioneers of Modern Movement 24)
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Yet the character of the new buildings is entirely un-Gothic, anti-Gothic.
While in the thirteenth century all lines, functional though they were, served
the one artistic purpose of pointing heavenwards, to a goal beyond this
world, . . . the glass walls are now clear and without mystery, the steel frame
is hard, its expression regardless of otherworldly speculation. It is the creative
energy of this world in which we live and work and which we want to master

. that is glorified in Gropius’s architecture. (Pevsner, Pioneers of Modern
Movement 206-207)
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