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Introduction
Pam Meecham

Revisiting The Past is a Foreign Country David Lowenthal deliberated that “sheer recency”
leaves the knowledge of yesterday incoherent and “Hindsight cannot assimilate what has
just happened into a properly mulled chronicle” (Lowenthal 2015, 13). Modern art’s
history, once confidently allocated a time-period of c. 1870 to 1970 and confined to
developments in Western culture, is no longer told as a single-voiced narrative. Moreover
modern art’s conventional movement based framework (variously Realism, Impression-
ism, Post-Impressionism, and so on) rarely dominates textbook accounts of the period.
Chronicled through stylistic experimentation with form (line, shape, color and texture)
and through the exploration of the properties of materials (largely paint and canvas)
modern art’s traditional narrative broadly ran from French nineteenth-century Realism
through to American Abstract Expressionism of the 1940s and 1950s. Such a story, never
without its critics, has since the 1960s been subject to transformations that challenged the
identification of unbroken, stylistic experimentation as modern art’s primary priority. The
unalloyed history of heroic artists’ quests for innovative, formal breakthroughs in their
work, and so a rejection of academic values, was questioned by historians, sociologists,
theorists and artists working from diverse perspectives emanating from the emancipatory
forces set in motion by the civil unrest of 1968. The exclusion of modern art’s political and
social agendas and the procedures by which artworks were selected for canonical status
became the focus for those interrogating the ways that modern art’s history had been
written and its artworks displayed. Realigning modern art’s histories in the twenty-first
century is a continuing process with definitions,1 timelines, and modernism’s geographic
locations unsettled and expanded. No longer (if it ever was) a Western largely urban
phenomenon modern art now overtly inhabits an expanded globalized field: the period
no longer firmly anchored as a European and North American phenomena. Moreover the
standard account of modernism2 as an antagonist culture with an adversarial aesthetic that
stood in opposition to the status quo, which even within Europe did not translate seam-
lessly across cultures, now takes up various guises. Variously, it is, and has been, a tool with
which to critique a dominant conservative culture, a challenge to the quotidian, or seen
as an emancipatory visual culture distancing itself from forms of imperialism. For others
modern art, design and architecture stood as markers for social progress or, conversely,
for all that was wrong with Western enlightenment: more dystopian than utopian.

Writing about modern art and modernism is a less confident enterprise than during its
formation: more prone now to caveats and often with a cast of once minor characters
brought into sharper focus. Accounting for and interpreting modern art in the twenty-
first century is a far cry then from sweeping surveys of the mid-twentieth century such as
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E. H. Gombrich’s 1950 The Story of Art with its tale of permanent revolution brought
about by nineteenth-century industrialization and its fabled “break with tradition”; or,
George Heard Hamilton’s 1967 Painting and Sculpture in Europe, 1880–1940 justifiably
admired for its coherent narrative. Many things have militated against modernism and
modern art’s moral and aesthetic certainty. Writers in this volume relate the tensions of
a still globalizing world where re-assessments of the past are conducted through local
sources beyond any expectation of a unitary cultural authority. Questioning the imposition
of modernism’s timelines, values and disciplinary categories, theorists, artists and activists,
since at least 1920s Surrealism, have re-mapped Western modernism away from the cen-
ter’s hegemonic framework to include more peripheral visions. More specifically theorists
have, as early as the 1950s, articulated the consequences of “belatedness” for those outside
the center and confronted the tyranny of time marked out as a progressive ordered whole
(Homi Bhabha 1991; Frantz Fanon 1952; Olu Oguibe 1993). Referring to “the poli-
tics of pastness” Appadurai argues against the received history of a break with tradition,
broadly conceptualized as a distinction between the traditional and the modern which
had profoundly negative consequences for those identified as outside modernity (Appadu-
rai 1996, 3; Kapur 2000). Further, being “modern” did not always guarantee inclusion.
Australia, although identified as a modern culture, was circumscribed by a “tyranny of
distance” from the perceived center that shaped national histories (Blainey 1966).

Although historically written of as a defining feature of Western culture, modernism’s
uneven and combined development,3 and still contested terrain, prohibit any singular uni-
versal pattern of progress or a tidy précis. Whether modern art’s origins are sited in the
Renaissance or changing sensibilities brought about by the seventeenth-century English
Civil War or eighteenth-century Romanticism, or situated in the pictorial innovations of
Gustave Courbet or Paul Cézanne, or pump-primed by the agenda-setting artists at Paris’
unofficial Salon des Refusés (exhibition of rejects) of 1863, the established modernist narra-
tive (never as coherent as it appeared on the page) has been upended by the consequences
of the end of the Cold War, postcolonial independence, the end of apartheid and, less
momentously, disciplinary changes to art history. In 1979 Jean-François Lyotard described
an incredulity towards modernism’s metanarratives and posited a move towards multiple
terrains and more fluid assessments of the past. The often irreconcilable differences across
multiple domains however have rendered attempts at a globally cohesive history of modern
art a largely fugitive enterprise, David Summers’ Real Spaces, World Art History and the
Rise of Western Modernism (2003) and Whitney Davis’ A General Theory of Visual Culture
(2011) notwithstanding.

So this Companion does not attempt a definitive account or a historical survey. Rather
than an all-encompassing framework the book draws together some (by no means all) of
modern art’s histories, its temporalities, artworks, historical transitions and cultural trans-
fers. Perspectives offered here often fall outside of unitary concepts of national cultures in
a period of mass-migration (both historic and present) but also look to ways in which the
development of modern art was also mediated and transformed by the experience of self-
defining nation-states in the nineteenth and twentieth-centuries. Encompassing locations
and artists once accorded minor status, some authors in this book relate narratives from
the “elsewhere” of modernity. They evidence ways that the local was not merely a foil to
central orthodoxies but contributed to modern art’s development with innovation taking
place beyond the once mandatory sanction of cosmopolitan centers. While rejection of
the status quo and distain for the aesthetic orthodoxies of academic art were widespread,
local adaptions particularly in cultures defined by forms of imperialism often embraced the
emancipatory possibilities of the modern: both through its aesthetic innovations and its
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characterization of the modern artist. The asymmetrical relationship of modern art’s per-
ceived center to the periphery notwithstanding, some authors in this volume offer readings
that rather than be a local variant on the main narrative offer more complex versions of
the ways that cultures impacted on, and reacted to, received canons.

This Companion makes no claim to being an encyclopedic, comprehensive history of
modern art. Rather it offers a random glimpse of modernism and modern art and its display
from multiple perspectives. This syncretic view encompasses a range of beliefs, method-
ologies, and cross-disciplinary and subject-specific approaches including anthropology, art
history, architecture, education, and photography that I trust will act as a check to gener-
alizing conclusions and contribute to a more expansive understanding of modern art and
modernism’s reach. Alongside towering canonical figures such as Paul Cézanne and Pablo
Picasso this volume also considers the less celebrated and understudied. Forcing artists
into a narrative into which they don’t fit or indeed would not have wished to inhabit is
a position addressed by several contributors. There is no single method of study in this
volume resulting in the coexistence of different and sometimes contradictory narratives.
Some authors taking a cue from Sven Lindqvist’s 1978 manual and manifesto Gräv där
du står: hur man utforskar ett job, the title of which gave its name to the “Dig where you
Stand” movement, have returned to local contexts to uncover formally repressed histories.
Other authors have looked from more global vantage points interweaving narratives across
different time-periods and geographies. Several authors also incorporate in their chapters
the far-reaching legacies of modern art’s developments for both historic and present-day
cultures with reference to contemporary artists.

Authors

The Companion presents a variety of positions written by emerging and established schol-
ars. Although far from geographically comprehensive, several authors do come from (or
offer research undertaken in) locations outside an Anglo-American nexus. Modernism has
been written of as a closed system that omits the possibility of further narratives however
authors in this Companion take the view that reading of the diverse ways that modernism
and modern art have intersected with both the local, national, and international both inside
and outside national boundaries and colonized cultures still has much to say. Stories told
here are not just narrated as foils for the center but retold as acts of cultural exchange chal-
lenging the notion of a single point of origin and offer different entry points. Authors from
Cyprus, Finland, Germany, Ireland, and Sweden capture some of Europe’s internal com-
plexities rather than present Europe as a homogenized unity. Reconsidered in terms of their
own centers authors from the former periphery such as Australia, reject cultural deference
through processes of cultural reversal, shedding new light on artworks under-represented
in gallery and art historical literature alike. Several authors offer examples of the ways that
outside the official centers, militant anti-bourgeois modernism was both appropriated and
developed. Some authors redefine relationships with modernism’s cultural traditions and
narrate its contemporary legacies that invert assumptions, sometimes reading against the
grain of canonical modernism. A cross-section of commentaries productively re-examine
modern art’s historiography offering stratified narratives that problematize evolutionary
developments: writing of alternative modernities and multiple modernisms. Working with
so many authors it became evident that the preoccupations of generations rarely coincide
but I hope the unexpected encounters will prove compelling and revealing. Writers in this
volume look again at modernism’s and modern art’s continuing complexity.
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Audience for the Companion

A Companion to Modern Art is written for an expanded audience for what has hitherto
been a relatively restricted interest. If there ever was a golden age of modern art (perhaps
during the early decades of the twentieth century when it was touted as a new Renaissance),
it was never universally acclaimed pitted as it often was against the perceived threat of pop-
ular culture. Not entirely tempered by nostalgia and heritage culture, and currently the
subject of interest for younger generations there is a resurgence of interest in modernism’s
militant activism, its aesthetics, artworks, architecture, pedagogies, and exhibitionary dis-
courses. The Companion is also written for the general reader and student interested in the
artworks and locations for modernism or searching for fresh readings of canonical artists.

Time-frame

Although from the vantage point of 1964 American abstract painter Ad Reinhardt was will-
ing to cite, probably mischievously, 1950 as the point at which artistic revolution moved
from avant-garde to official art (Reinhardt, 1964); the Companion takes a less exacting
view of dating. Although dates of world wars and 1968, 1989, and 1994 are frequently
used as period markers, in a more interconnected world they can also appear overly deter-
mined. This volume takes the development of modern art from the eighteenth century
and broadly ends with the emergence of Conceptual Art (mid-1960s) that is often cited
as the radical break with high modernism and its almost exclusive attachment to paint-
ing with the caveat that in some instances timelines have been retuned to take account of
globalization.

Organization of the Book

The Companion foregoes the periods and movements of received histories as an overar-
ching framework as there is currently little consensus on which movements, artists, and
critics were pivotal to the development and geographic spread of modern art: the con-
tentious and disputed roles of Futurism, Cubism, and Expressionism standing as exam-
ples. Neither is the Companion an overt history of avant-gardism although as an inter-
national, hugely diverse confederation of philosophies, practices, beliefs, and artworks,
avant-gardism can be found in a range of guises in most chapters. This Companion con-
sist of five overarching themes: Part I Ancient & Modern, Part II Displaying the Modern,
Part III Re-assessments: Modernism and Globalization, Part IV Locating Modernism: Mul-
tiple Modernisms and Nation Building and Part V The Modern Artist, the Modern Child
and a Modern Art Education. However, it is the case that chapters while segmented into
sections, often overlap with others through commonalities played out in different con-
texts. It was my intention to present poly-vocal accounts of the development and legacies
of modern art.

Part I Ancient & Modern

The first theme of the Companion addresses the interconnectedness of “remote” his-
toric periods on modern art’s formation and the continuing relevance in contempo-
rary culture of three of modernism’s central preoccupations: Romanticism, the primitive
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and the archaic. Taking Friedrich Nietzsche as a key figure in the modern reception of
Romanticism, Colin Trodd’s chapter “Revitalizing Romanticism; or, Reflections on the
Nietzschean Aesthetic and the Modern Imagination” examines the importance of vitalism,
imagination, myth and aesthetics, prefigured through spontaneous power and creativity.
Returning to the modern artist’s preoccupation with Romantic discourse at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, Trodd looks at the artistic and cultural traditions to which
Nietzsche functioned as a cultural catalyst. In case-studies, he pays particular attention to
the ways that a number of modern artists including Charles Ricketts, Gustav Klimt, Edvard
Munch, Hannah Hoch and Giorgio de Chirico pictured Nietzschean art.

It is a striking characteristic of both modernism broadly and the avant-garde in particu-
lar that rejection of the existing social order and its “conservative” cultural manifestations
was expressed by recourse to perceived simpler art objects and forms, be they designated
primitive, exotic, folk, or popular culture. The category of the primitive resonates through-
out this Companion although often in a different register from the twentieth century’s
apprehensions about European artists’ encounters with dehistoricized “Others” and their
artefacts. In the early 1990s Kirk Varnedoe suggested sidestepping the grand theories of
the primitive then almost exclusively related to “timelessness” and “imperialist thievery”
that were mandatory touchstones for any discussion and suggested we “look harder at
what we see” (Varnedoe 1990, 186). Forms of primitivism haunt several chapters in this
book, whether in the fabled untamed pre-rational primitivism of the child, or through the
Surrealist unconscious, Paul Cézanne, Asmat art, or primitivism as a counter-discourse to
modernism.

In this section the two-way relationship of indigenous people to the avant-garde is
explored. Andrew McNamara and Ann Stephen’s chapter “A Cartography of Desires and
Taboos: The Modern Primitive and the Antipodes” note that while discussion of the mod-
ern and the primitive is deemed to have exhausted its potential to the contrary, they move
the still evolving debate into projections of cultural marginality and cultural reversals that
can be seen in the reception and development of modern art in Australia, New Zealand
and the Asia-Pacific. Here the appeal to the primitive meant the shift of the marginal and
peripheral to the center of critical and aesthetic attention bypassing the need for endorse-
ment from the major centers of art.

Paul Wood in “Primitive/Modern/Contemporary” also re-examines critiques of primi-
tivism suggesting a need to reconsider further the avant-garde’s relationship to primitivism.
His re-examination, for instance, of Primitivism and Futurism is followed by a consider-
ation of still evolving strategies for displaying the art of the non-western world within
Western museums. Taking “Benin bronzes” as a case-study Wood discusses a number of
curatorial approaches including Joseph Eboreime’s restaging of the Benin collection at
the Horniman Museum, London and the mediation of contemporary artists in exhibi-
tions such as Foreign Exchange, shown at the Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt.

In his chapter “Did Modernism Redefine Classicism? The Ancient Modernity of
Classical Greek Art” Whitney Davis considers the ways in which the development of mod-
ern art up to the 1930s influenced the perception of ancient Greece’s Classical art, re-
conceptualized as a form of “ancient modernism.” Davis considers not just modernist
artistic responses to ancient classicism, seen for instance in Picasso’s Pipes of Pan, 1923
but also in the same period the responses of classicists to modernism: scholarly reflections
that reanimated “Classical Greek art.”

Returning to the much contested display and deployment of primitive art in the service
of modern art, Nick Stanley’s “Robert Goldwater and the Search for the Primitive: the
Asmat Project at the Museum of Primitive Art” looks with a fresh perspective on the role of
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Robert J. Goldwater author in 1967 of Primitivism in Modern Art a revision of the earlier
1938 Primitivism in Modern Painting. Stanley details the complexity of the “primitive”
artefact’s function within the setting up in 1949 of The Museum of Primitive Art, New
York City with specific reference to its 1960s modernist display “Art of the Asmat.”

One of the most persistent contemporary presences from the modernist project is Surre-
alism: its political radicalism and its formal innovations. In “Surrealist Ireland: the Archaic,
the Modern and the Marvelous” Fionna Barber discusses the significance of Surrealism
in Ireland both in terms of its representation of Ireland and its legacies for Irish artists
from mid-twentieth century to the contemporary. Paying particular attention to the work
of Leonora Carrington, Colin Middleton, Alice Maher and Gerard Byrne, Barber prob-
lematizes Surrealism’s marvelous, (that is the rejection of the rational) the archaic and the
modern and the consequences of the disjunctions of such formations for gender politics
in Ireland in the present.

Part II Displaying the Modern

Almost thirty years after the publication of “The Exhibitionary Complex” (Bennett 1988)
there has been increased academic and popular interest in curating and displaying art in
exhibitions shared by the writers in this section. Moving beyond interpreting the art gallery
as part of the Foucauldian carceral regime and complicit in a knowledge/power nexus,
authors in this section expand upon our understanding of the role of historic and con-
temporary exhibitions and institutions in the formation, dissemination and reassessment
of modern art.

Julie Sheldon’s “Picturing the Installation Shot” examines three legendary modern art
exhibitions – the Paris Salon of 1852, the Die Brücke exhibition held in Dresden in 1906,
and the 1951 Ninth Street Show in New York to explore the role of the photographic
“installation shot” in the history of modern exhibition culture. Sheldon discusses the role
installation views can play in the writing of modern art’s histories.

“Contemporary Displays of Modern Art,” considers recent re-assessments of modern
art and its canonical works evident in a range of international exhibitions that act as a
barometer measuring modern art’s fortunes and pressures. It considers curatorial strategies
such as “value-free” and “non-hierarchical” narratives that are used to re-calibrate modern
art in a period of massive institutional change as the museum is repurposed towards greater
social inclusivity. A retraction of modern art’s historic hierarchies, no longer deemed fit for
purpose, may permit “multiple genealogies” of the modern period that chime with calls for
greater institutional transparency as changing audience demographics demand new forms
of mediation.

Liz Wells’ chapter “Camera-Eye: Photography and Modernism” critically situates
debates and practices pertaining to modern photography as visual art. She argues that the
key development for photography at the turn of the twentieth century was mass repro-
ducibility. She looks at the importance of artists’ migrancy, socio-political change, and
photographic experimentation and reflects on the link between American formalism and
the foundation of photographic collections. The chapter concludes with a discussion of
the work of Mexican photographer, Manuel Álvarez Bravo and his way of “seeing” that
articulated modernist values with themes and explorations that were specifically Mexican.

If the all-consuming concern regarding the instrumentalization of culture during the
Cold War that dominated art historical writings of the 1990s is currently less pressing,
it re-surfaces in post-1989 legacies (Van den Berg 2006; Piotrowski 2012). Hans Belt-
ing surmised, the unity of Western art was in part defined by what it was not: eastern
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European art (Belting 2003). Once held in mutual tension the binary between east and
west may well have dissolved but the repercussions of such distinctions are long-lasting.
In Wiebke Leister’s “Photographic Installation Strategies En-bloc and In-the-round,”
Gerhard Richter’s 48 Portraits (1972, 1998) is discussed in detail from its different lev-
els of photographic transformations through media and through a range of installation
strategies. Locating Richter’s work as a crossing-point between modernism and postmod-
ernism, Leister discusses questions of portraiture, reproduction, and documentation, the
relationship of photography to painting as well as Richter’s treatment of archival sources
through three staging methods of display.

The consequences for the west of a greater understanding of the complexity of art and
art-making in eastern Europe, once simplified to the point of parody, is discussed by Judith
Brocklehurst though an examination of institutional amnesia embodied in exhibition dis-
play. “Documenta 6: Memories of Another Modernism” starts in 2012 at Documenta 13 in
Kassel, Germany before revisiting 1955’s Documenta 1 and Documenta 6 in 1977 in which
East German artists participated. The chapter extracts different narratives from these exhi-
bitions including the defector-dialectic which led to a re-evaluation of Realism, and the
dissident-paradigm which saw the valorization by the west of selected artists from the east.
Brocklehurst examines what light these recollections shed on modernism as an unfinished
project.

Part III Re-assessments: Modernism and Globalization

Jonathan Harris’ chapter “Bijiasuo and Truth: Modernism Reassessed in an Era of Glob-
alization” offers a reassessment of modernism based on some of the themes raised by the
influential art historian, T. J. Clark, in his 2013 book Picasso and Truth: From Cubism to
Guernica. Harris’ title begins with Bijiasuo the translation of the name Picasso in “Pin
Yin” – the official phonetic system for transcribing the sound of Chinese characters into
Latin script. This is used as a tentative rhetorical driver with which to discuss a current
global condition that Harris feels is a permanent dislocation from the social order of mid-
twentieth century Western intellectual and artistic life. The chapter locates Western mod-
ernism, and its forms of socio-historical understanding within a still globalizing present.

Writing from the incendiary perspective of the anti-austerity protests in Greece in the
summer of 2015 Angela Dimitrakaki’s “Extensive Modernity: On the Refunctioning of
Artists as Producers” revisits Walter Benjamin’s seminal 1934 text Author as Producer to
discuss the possibilities of re-defining the artist’s position in contemporary culture: from
how the artist makes to what makes an artist and how such changes can be mobilized
against the devaluation of labor. In a period Dimitrakaki characterizes as extensive moder-
nity she examines the critical role artists might play within neoliberal culture.

“Architecture’s Modernisms” by Richard Williams reminds us of the interdependent
relationship between architecture and modern art and maps out architectural modernism
as a polyvalent, polymorphous and global phenomenon. Relating the ways that ideas trav-
eled internationally Williams considers the new, modern life styles, of hygiene, cleanliness,
and moral rectitude. Williams’ account of modern architecture moves beyond an exami-
nation of signature architects that dominate accounts of modernism to look to more quo-
tidian architects who worked on Glasgow’s municipal housing projects of the early 1960s.
Williams finds the continuing impact of modernism in IKEA’s global iterations.

Rosemary Shirley’s “The Wide Margins of the Century: Rural Modernism, Pastoral
Peasants and Economic Migrations” narrates a story of modernism that centers on artists’
engagements with rural locations. While the received history of modernism was first and
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foremost determined by artworks and theories emanating from metropolitan cities, Shirley
constructs another narrative. From the early “peasant painting” of the nineteenth century
and the importance in modern art’s development of the pastoral she expands to economic
migration relevant in contemporary cultures globally with a discussion of photo essays by
John Berger and Jean Mohr published in the 1960s and 1970s: the 1975 A Seventh Man:
A Book of Images and Words about the Experience of Migrant Workers in Europe was repub-
lished in 2010. She continues with the work of contemporary artists’ Jordan Baseman and
Neville Gabie that can be read as a continuum of Berger and Mohr’s project focusing on
the continuing role of the rural economic migrant.

Naoko Uchiyama’s study “Destabilizing Essentialism through Localizing Modernism”
explores international aspects of Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi’s artistic
practices during the 1930s problematizing both the modernist image of him as a “rootless
cosmopolitan” and more recent multiculturalist re-evaluations. The chapter focuses on
the reception of Chinese Girl, made in Beijing and re-cast and displayed in Japan in 1931.
Uchiyama argues that the sculpture and its display challenged forms of essentialism, and
makes visible the interlacing gazes that underpinned the unstable formation of localities.

Part IV Locating Modernism: Multiple Modernisms4 and Nation Building

Modernism as experienced and written about from the former peripheries has much of
relevance and interest to add to a decentralized international cultural debate: entwined
with the complexities of cultural translation and transnationalism. While it could be
argued that at a remove from the center more radical practices were permissible visibility
was likely to be in direct proportion to distance and proximity. In this volume we catch a
glimpse of the ways that modernism played out differently in periphery, colony, and British
Commonwealth. Balancing the genealogical search for an authentic cultural heritage with
the desire to be “modern” occupied some artists encountered in these chapters. Their
narratives are outlined against a backdrop of national self-definition and self-determination
that conditioned, but were not necessarily overly determined by, the specific challenges
of their colonial or perceived cultural subservience or parochial contexts. Particularly
problematic was mainstream modernism’s historic hostility to the radical potential of
forms of figuration and naturalism, strategies that were adopted and enhanced away
from the center not as artistically regressive but as signifiers of freedom and modernity.
Moreover, antagonism to the status quo and hostility to bourgeois high culture, central
principles of many accounts of modernism, did not translate seamlessly across all cultures.

Annika Öhrner, Elena Stylianou, and Nicos Philippou and Renja Suominen-Kokkonen
undermine a one size fits all monolithic modernism that has tended to represent Europe
with a broad sweep in over-generalized terms. They remind us that while many artists went
to Paris and were “influenced” by Parisian teaching, even education at Henri Matisse’s
school was not an unalloyed, even-paced triumph. However, being a recipient of a center
did not automatically result in easily dismissible, derivative artwork or over zealously mim-
icked theoretical perspectives (Bhabha 1991). Restoring the complex networks of negoti-
ation and exchange has meant returning to modern art’s histories to trace the ways that
artists (often marginalized by gender) have been molded to fit particular exhibitionary
agendas sometimes eliding their significance in determining the direction and form of
modern art. While some authors in this section write within a national perspective it is not
necessarily from a belief in fundamental essentialist or nationalistic views that dictate that
there is such a thing as a homogenous national culture.
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Laura Back’s chapter on “The Many Modernisms of Australian Art” details the com-
plexity of modernism’s relationship to unitary notions of nationalism. As a quintessentially
modern nation Australia’s adoption and rejection of modernism, what it took, reworked or
innovated from through artists’ migration and itinerancy is situated against a backdrop of
a nation’s search for its own identity. The chapter also confronts the place of monuments
within modern art using the Australian War Memorial Museum, Canberra as a focus for a
discussion about why public monuments instrumentalized as sites for remembrance often
failed to be “modern” (see Chapter 22, this volume).

Capturing some of Europe’s internal complexities the following three chapters in this
section militate against any geographic or culturally homogenizing unity. Elena Stylianou
and Nicos Philippou’s “Greek-Cypriot Locality: (Re) Defining our Understanding of
European Modernity” reminds us that the effects of euro-centrism could be experienced
from the furthermost edge of Europe’s border: Cyprus was also subject to the west’s orien-
talizing gaze. Stylianou and Philippou bring together three significant forces that inflected
the visual arts of Cyprus: British colonialism; Greek nationalism; and an organized Left and
labor movement. They argue the case for an alternative site-specific modernity through
close reading of the work of Cypriot artists: Ioannis Kissonergis, Adamantios Diamantis,
Costas Stathis, and Loukia Nicolaidou.

Arguing against a one-way street between center and periphery Annika Öhrner’s
“A Northern Avant-garde: Spaces and Cultural Transfer” revisits the development of
modernism in Sweden. While much has been written on the significance of the collectors
and art dealers that advocated for modern art in France (particularly Paul Durand-Ruel
and Daniel Henri Kahnweiler) Öhrner’s departure point is the Nordic dealerships for
modern art. She uncovers the strategies used by migrating artists that act as a repost to a
historiography that has simplified the process of avant-garde transfer. Taking a case-history
approach she challenges traditional modernist art history paying particular attention to
the curatorial contradictions in the display of two artists’ work: the parallel aesthetic
strategies of Hilma af Klint and the “retrospective Cubism” of Siri Derkert. In common
with several authors in this volume Öhrner focuses on an exhibition where avant-garde
ambitions were performed: here the Baltic Exhibition in Malmö, Sweden in 1914.

The pre-existing conditions of Finnish society underpin this examination of Finnish
modernism. In Finland during the nineteenth-century, modernism was visible initially
through technological modernization seen in the development of a mostly agrarian coun-
try. The processes of modernization are considered here in Renja Suominen-Kokkonen’s
“Modernisms, Genealogy, and Utopias in Finland” where she seeks a new, critical per-
spective on the heroicizing narratives of canonized modernism. Weaving together devel-
opments in architecture and the visual and applied arts Suominen-Kokkonen’s interdisci-
plinary counter-narrative includes an account of the electrification of Finland; the centrality
to modernism of new types of homes; a comparison of artists’ colonies; and images of the
modern that did not necessarily conform to a Baudelairian call to paint modern life.

So-called New Deal murals constructed during the American Great Depression of the
1930s under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s relief programs were represented (when
written about at all) as little better than state-sponsored propaganda: public artworks duti-
fully executed by unemployed artists desperate to secure government patronage. Using
the recently restored Manhattan’s Harlem Hospital murals (created by amongst others
Charles Alston, Alfred Crimi, Vertis Hayes, and Georgette Seabrooke) as a case-study
Greta Berman avoids totalizing interpretations. She draws on both her first-hand expe-
rience in the 1970s of interviewing artists who had worked on New Deal projects and
on her involvement with subsequent mural restoration. She offers assessments that move
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beyond accounts of artists working without personal agency or on public art devoid of aes-
thetic innovation. In “The Engaged Artist: Considerations of Relevance” Berman argues
that the term “modernism” should be replaced by “modernisms,” thereby embracing a
wider-range of artists and art practices than is usual in triumphalist accounts of American
modern art that until the twenty-first century focused on Abstract Expressionism.

One theme in Laura Back’s chapter (How to Memoralize with the Modern Visual Lan-
guage at the Artist’s Disposal) finds a parallel in Leon Wainwright’s “Visualising Figures of
Caribbean Slavery through Modernism.” In his discussion of Aubrey Williams and Philip
Moore’s use of painting and public monument respectively in the context of the visualiza-
tion of the Caribbean slave rebellion of the eighteenth century, Wainwright considers the
production, reception, and subsequent deployment of Williams’ Revolt 1960 and Moore’s
The 1763 Monument (or the Cuffy Monument) 1976. Both Back’s and Wainwright’s chap-
ters, engaged in very different situations, discuss the limitations of modernism’s painting
and sculpture when mobilized for the purpose of historical remembrance.

Part V The Modern Artist, the Modern Child, and a Modern Art Education

The role allocated to the child in the history of modernism was often a fictional one
of the expressive foil: a primitive whose näıve artlessness produced authentic artworks.
Children’s art was lauded as exemplary in formal terms for the modern artist in search of
a back-to-basics simplicity. While by the 1920s the cult of childhood and the child was
proving increasingly irritating to Vorticist and Cubo-Futurist painter Wyndham Lewis
(1927), chapters in this section restore the importance of the child, child art, and child’s
play reallocated central roles in both the development and dissemination of modern art. In
the main, images of children, child development, and art education have been relegated to
the side-lines of academic discourses. The child, once as marginal a subject in art history
as sexuality and often only visible in the increasingly specialized discipline of Education, is
foregrounded in this section. In part this reflects contemporary interest in constructions
of childhood, modern art’s pedagogy, twentieth century psychology, and increasing
awareness of the modern artist’s deployment of the image of the child as a signifier
of modernity.

Claire Robins’ “A Modern Art Education” re-examines modern art’s educational lega-
cies and traces its winding continuum through a series of parables that connect the frac-
tured ideals of its half-realized endeavors. Atypically her chapter criss-crosses boundaries
between children’s art education and the education of artists exploring moments of con-
junction between modernism, progressive education, avant-gardism, and alternative forms
of pedagogy. Although modern art’s fabled charismatic teachers and notions of emanci-
pation through personal freedom and the rhetoric of radical democracy in art-making,
have been subject to scrutiny and skepticism they nonetheless remain remarkably persis-
tent pedagogic tropes. Robins reiterates the significance of the social values once attached
to art education as possible antidotes to twenty-first century neoliberalism.

Calling into question modernism’s defining mantras of “creativity,” “autonomy,” and
“originality,” Nicholas Addison’s “Misrecognition: Child’s Play, Modern Art, and Vygot-
skian Psychology” examines children’s play as improvisatory practices as theorized by
Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky. Defining play as a serious social engagement with the
material and symbolic world rather than an unthinking, pre-cultural process, Addison
develops an argument that play as improvisation was central to the invention of Cubism
by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso in a period marked by their increasing artistic
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competition. Addison examines the partnership between the two artists while expanding
on ways that child’s play can provide a procedural basis for adult invention and exchange.

Briley Rasmussen takes as her focus the Museum of Modern Art, New York and its
part in proselytizing for the modern movement but atypically in “MoMA and the Modern
Child: The Critical Role of Education Programming in MoMA’s Modernism” Rasmussen
examines the expansive educational programming of the 1930s that was developed by
progressive educationalists’ championing of creativity in the modern child. Such an enter-
prise framed children’s art-making as a response to, but not pastiche of, MoMA’s growing
modern art collection. She maintains that the modern child was critical to how MoMA
presented modern art to the public, and was not considered merely as a nascent audience
for modern art. The chapter culminates in a discussion of MoMA’s Children’s Art Car-
nival that traveled internationally. However questionable such endeavors may seem, with
historical hindsight Rasmussen focuses specifically on the ways that the program chimed
with the aspirations of the newly independent India in 1963 bringing together notions of
modernity and social progress.

Anna Green’s chapter offers a multifaceted appraisal of a seminal modernist artist in
“Paul Cézanne’s Young Girl at the Piano – Overture to ‘Tannhäuser’”: a work from c. 1869
that falls outside Cézanne’s so-called mature period. Green contributes to re-assessments
of Cézanne’s modernism and indeed modernism itself and eschews any singular, univalent
reading but rather offers what she describes as multiply inflected, intertwined discourses
that arise from the artwork itself. Further in discussing Charles Baudelaire’s notion of a
return towards childhood, Green moves away from orthodox historical narratives of
nineteenth-century France dominated by accounts of Paris’ demi-monde and the role of
the flâneur, to show how youth and young female piano players in particular might also be
read as emblematic of modernity. The chapter comes with a coda “Le Haschisch des femmes”
ending by asking: In what sense might making music at the piano resemble taking hashish
for a woman?

Conclusion

All histories are subject to revision not least the history of modern art. Following momen-
tous social change in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries our perceptions of the past
have altered and with them a sense of certainty has disappeared. During the 1980s it was
still possible to be critical of modernism’s “selective traditions” and yet eulogise “… there
is still much to be learned from the complexities of its vigorous and dazzling development”
(Williams 1989, 63). The intervening years have taken their toll on such a stance and the
values enshrined in modern art seem remote from contemporary culture. Yet I hope the
Companion has balanced the charges against modernism’s hegemony with an understand-
ing of the complexity of historic developments and its continuing reverberations in the
present. Looking back at the development of modern art with greater critical detachment
is often confounded by its heirs, continuities, and unintended consequences and a properly
mulled chronicle is still to be written however the Companion offers a range of tentative
propositions to contribute to an on-going debate.

Notes

1 In a more interdisciplinary period, the utility of terms such as modernism itself has been
called into questioned.
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2 The attempts to rigorously define (and restrict) the term Modernism using an upper case M
against other forms of modernism have not created clarity. Where once the distinction
between modern art and modernism was relatively clear it was always illusive and frus-
trating the latter term now often used interchangeably or as a catchall term with a variety
of inflections.

3 The term is used within Marxist theory to critique capitalism implicated in the unequal
distribution of resources that contribute to social injustice.

4 While the term multiple modernism is used here to indicate a paradigm shift it is also with
an understanding that such terms are emergent and subject to debate.
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Lindqvist Sven. 1978. Gräv där du står: hur man utforskar ett jobb [Dig Where You Stand: How

to Research a Job]. Stockholm: Bonnier.
Lowenthal, David. 2015. The Past is a Foreign Country: Revisited. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Lyotard, Jean-François. 1979. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Paris: Les
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1

Revitalizing Romanticism; or,
Reflections on the Nietzschean

Aesthetic and the Modern
Imagination

Colin Trodd

The tragic artist is not a pessimist – it is precisely he who affirms all that is questionable
and terrible in existence, he is Dionysian …

(Nietzsche 2003 [1889], 49)

We must constantly give birth to our thoughts out of our pain, and nurture them with
everything we have in us of blood, heart, fire, pleasure, passion, agony, conscience, fate
and catastrophe. Life to us – that means constantly transforming everything we are into
light and flame, as well us everything that happens to us.

(Nietzsche 2001 [1887a], 6)

The world as work of art that gives birth to itself.
(Nietzsche 1967, 419)

In 1941, the Harvard academic Crane Brinton claimed that Friedrich Nietzsche’s
followers could be divided into two groups: the “gentle” Nietzscheans, for whom human
life was dedicated to understanding the nature and function of illusions; and the “tough”
Nietzscheans, for whom human life was the attempt to engage with, struggle against, or
concatenate, a myriad of energies. All the same, both groups, interested in the complexity
of human beliefs and thoughts, not with standards of verification and validity, concluded
that art was the key creative response to an intrinsically alien universe (Brinton 1941, 184–
185).1 If Brinton’s “tough” model gets most of the attention in what follows, then this is
because the Nietzsche it articulates, who equates the term “life” with the idea of the diver-
sity of the world, was an important reference point for a number of modern artists, writers,
and commentators. Many of these figures were sympathetic to the principal critical asser-
tions of Romanticism: that human life was a perpetual struggle to understand the division
within being; that art arises from the experience of living in a body; and that the imagina-
tion, as condition of perpetual reflection, confirmed the creative authority of the cultural
activity known as myth. As I will argue below, these conceptualizations allowed Nietzsche
to become the “strong enchanter” for those individuals whose analytical interests and
critical procedures obliged them to converse with Romanticism.2 This relationship is
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punctuated by three broad concepts, each of which was attractive to different artists and
artistic communities: first, the idea that the mind, as active process, embellished, enriched,
or completed the world in the process of picturing it; second, the idea that philosophical
thought should concentrate on the aesthetic life of humanity; third, the idea that the
systems of science and technology threatened the sensuous subject by questioning the
value of cultural life. The logical outcome of these conceptualizations, as formulated by
the first-wave of Nietzschean creators, was that the creative artist is involved in a perpetual
struggle to create mental compositions, intuited truths, and dynamic world-pictures; and
that Nietzscheanism was destined to become the prism by which modern art should be
understood.3

The history presented in this chapter is necessarily partial and investigative, not defini-
tive. It endeavors to outline a picture of a heterogeneous whole, a set of diverse ideas, phe-
nomena, and groupings brought into contact, and forming a meaningful system, by the
critical category “Nietzschean.” The chapter is at once descriptive (it notes main themes
and issues) and critical (it explains the nature, scope and impact of these themes and issues);
it is not a guide to Nietzsche’s reputation in modern culture.4 In short, it looks at the artis-
tic and cultural tradition to which Nietzsche gave rise. As outlined here, Nietzsche’s views
on culture and life are identified as symbiotic, as they were for the majority of his original
auditors and exegetes. Although they found his writings both dazzling and challenging,
many commentators reassured themselves that his critique of industrial modernity – what
Nietzsche called the “struggle against the … mechanistic nitwitization of the world” –
was foreshadowed by Romantic culture, which resisted the reduction of value to reason
(Nietzsche 2014 [1886], 158). Reading Nietzsche, then, allowed artists and thinkers to
return to a major preoccupation of Romantic discourse: the belief that social modernity,
through its valorization of commerce and manufacture, had shrunken and enfeebled the
physiological and cognitive bases of life; robbed it of a culture rooted in mythos, the cre-
ative energy that raises art to the status of reality. As will be seen, Nietzsche functioned as
a cultural catalyst: he enabled star-struck admirers to insist that the most pressing concern
of art was the realization of the subject’s sublime potential through the development of
critical energy and kinetic power, pre-requisites for the appearance of living culture. Niet-
zsche, as these commentators conceived him, allowed the modern subject to identify and
intensify the heroic vitalism needed to sustain life.5

Being Vital

The terms of this critical engagement of Nietzsche explain his significance and effectiveness
in European cultural circles around 1900. Three responses can be noted at this point.
First, his intellectual cosmopolitanism was exciting for artists, thinkers, and critics who
equated creative activity with the ideal of universal culture. Second, his understanding of
society as collective ontology, the idea that beliefs and consciousness can be explained by
reflecting on what is meant by human beingness in different social settings, satisfied those
individuals, groupings, and movements dedicated to spotlighting the psychological bases
of art production. In turn, these propositions functioned as the critical armature whereby
Nietzsche’s interests were summarized as continuations of Romantic discourse, where the
aesthetic is categorized in terms of spontaneous power and creativity: the desire to see life
as the subject sees itself seeing.6

Universalism, aesthetic life, and imaginative act: these overlapping concepts indicate the
complicated ways in which Nietzscheanism and Romanticism commingled in the workings
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of different modern cultural communities. Nietzsche, as audited by representatives of these
various groupings, was at once champion of the individual human psyche and angelus fig-
ure pointing to a new understanding of human energy as the key to collective identity and
psycho-social coherence. Nietzscheanism, as it developed over time, became the obsidian
mirror by which Romanticism revealed itself to modern thought. As will be demonstrated,
some figures believed that Nietzsche was a Romantic because he was committed to over-
coming old ways of seeing, being and acting. Others saw him as a liberating visionary
heralding a world vitalized by an aesthetic dedicated to remodeling inherited concepts of
mental activity. Still others found a psycho-explorer and messianic leader whose genius was
the association of culture with the need to face incarnate inexhaustible struggle, to define
the self as something seeking a condition of immanent togetherness through inwardness.
At the same time, Nietzsche was celebrated for other reasons: his writing was dazzlingly
alive; he argued for an art of radiant joy in living; he was intoxicated by the burning spirit
of the universe.7

These attitudes were elaborated most fully in Europe, where numerous individuals
discovered in Nietzsche a way of meshing philosophy, psychology, culture, and history
to question traditional models of consciousness, perception, social development, and
the history of ideas.8 He intrigued or dazzled important literary figures, thinkers, and
composers: Gabriele D’Annunzio, Guillaume Apollinaire, Antonin Artaud, Hugo Ball,
Georges Bataille, Gottfried Benn, Ernst Bloch, Georg Brandes, Martin Buber, Ananda
Coomaraswamy, Frederick Delius, George Egerton, Havelock Ellis, Stefan Georg, André
Gide, Julius Meier-Graefe, T. E. Hulme, James Joyce, Franz Kafka, D. H. Lawrence,
Percy Wyndham Lewis, Gustav Mahler, Thomas Mann, F. T. Marinetti, A. R. Orage,
Georg Simmel, George Bernard Shaw, Richard Strauss, August Strindberg, Ferdinand
Tönnes, H. G. Wells, Heinrich Wölfflin and W. B. Yeats. “Nietzscheanism,” or the idea of
“Nietzschean” art, fascinated leading artists: Aubrey Beardsley, Henri-Gaudier-Brzeska,
Giorgio de Chirico, Le Corbusier, Henri Edmond Cross, Max Ernst, Hannah Hoch,
Augustus John, Wassily Kandinsky, Gustav Klimt, Max Klinger, František Kupka, Francis
Picabia, Pablo Picasso, André Masson, Edvard Munch, Charles Ricketts, Luigi Russolo,
Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Giovanni Segantini, Henry van der Velde – and many others.9 A
number of these individuals believed that Romanticism provided the critical resources
for grasping the nature of Nietzsche’s thought; and most European avant-garde art
movements and groupings, from fin de siècle Symbolism to Expressionism, Futurism,
Vorticism and Dadaism, grappled with his theories, adapted his ideas to fresh critical
settings, or insisted on thematic affinities between themselves and his writings. This
is not the place for a full-blown assessment of the cogency of these interpretations,
many of which identified Nietzscheanism as the successoral movement of Romanticism,
but it is important to stress that by linking Nietzsche to Romanticism commentators
could see his brilliant readings of Hamlet and Beethoven in terms of the Romantic
project: the never-ending search for those new spaces which self-creating art brings into
being.10

As these remarks indicate, Nietzsche provided the stimulus for different models of rep-
resenting existence: he compelled his readers to occupy the imagination; he commanded
his admirers to see the world as luminous and crystalline; and he heralded a new age of
individual liberation through unfettered aesthetic creativity. “Nietzsche” was another way
of describing a number of processes whereby art, criticism, and cultural discourse tried
to identify new values for living in the world. And what united these strands of thought
was the conviction that Nietzsche’s goal was the generation of systems of representation
dedicated to aestheticizing the universe.11
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This last point, which affirms the ontologically generative power of art, strikingly illus-
trates the nature of turn-of-the-century engagements with Nietzsche, many of which
argued along the lines that he was a neo-Romantic, whose antirationalist vitalism defined
the will as the source of dynamic impulse.12 Equally important, Nietzsche’s celebration of
agonal existence could be used as a check on Darwin’s anti-providential view of history.
Physical liberty, spontaneity, and cultural growth were to be the key terms:

For art to exist, for any sort of aesthetic activity or perception to exist, a certain physi-
ological precondition is indispensable: intoxication … The essence of intoxication is the
feeling of plenitude and increased energy … In this condition one enriches everything
out of one’s own abundance: what one sees, what one desires, one sees swollen, pressing,
strong, overladen with energy.

(Nietzsche 2003 [1889], 82–83)

This concept of energy, as promulgated by Nietzsche, gave shape and structure to mod-
ernist readings of Romantic aesthetics (Rosenblum 1975, 128–219). At the center of this
encounter was the idea that human creative power, as incarnated in the Dionysian dynamic,
is the principal means by which the artist-seer emancipates himself from the alienating
objectivity of technology, science, and industry. With Nietzsche, it was agreed, critical
thought remained alive; it pointed to a world where human life would renew itself in
ecstatic union with earth, nature, world, or universe. In this context the “vitalist” Niet-
zsche, who set out to align will, feeling, and outer world, was taken to affirm the critical
reality of the Romantic sublime, which was at once archetypal (arising from shared phys-
iological norms) and individual (arising from subjective psychological conditions).13 The
Dionysian, Nietzsche states, is

…the terrible awe which seizes upon man, when he is suddenly unable to account for
the cognitive forms of a phenomenon … [It is] the blissful ecstasy which rises from the
innermost depths of man … [In this] glowing life … not only is the union between man
and man reaffirmed, but Nature which has become estranged, hostile or subjugated,
celebrates once more her reconciliation with her prodigal son, man … [He] now walks
about enchanted, in ecstasy, like to the gods, whom he saw walking about in his dreams.
He is no longer an artist, he has become a work of art; in these paroxysms of intoxication
the artistic power of all nature reveals itself to the highest gratification of the Primordial
Unity.

(Nietzsche 1927 [1872], 3–4)

Here, and throughout The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Dionysian art is rooted in a pre-
rationalist world of earth and body: it is a way of delineating a universe made radiant
through surplus energy. The Dionysian represents, Nietzsche argues, the materialization
of the unity of being, but this process, which he calls a “festival of the earth,” reveals that
the world is not designed for human life. Hence “terrible awe”: the Dionysian means more
than facticity; it is Nietzsche’s term for confirming existence as an abyss with neither center
nor end (Nietzsche 1927 [1872], 1–29; Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 54).

This is the viewpoint of Thus Spake Zarathustra (1885).14 In this widely translated epic
prose-poem, Nietzsche remodels the image of the prophetic-outsider, a familiar figure in
the art, literature, and music of Romanticism, as a forest-loving perpetual “wanderer,” who
longs to live the “sense of the earth!” (Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 10, 12). Zarathustra’s
philosophy is something that happens to the body in the process of its life. It is the
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recognition that there is no beyond on the other side of sensory perception. This is the
truth given to Zarathustra: to know being in a state of perpetual becoming; to accept
change, to live it ecstatically, is his gift to humanity; to see a world where the human is a
“bridge and not a goal” (Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 13). In Zarathustra’s view, the sensuous
world is described via haptic forcefulness, an enhanced feeling of life, a perpetual openness
to the transfiguring potentiality of world energy: “I say to you: one must still have chaos
within, in order to give birth to a dancing star … You must want to consume yourself in
your own flame: how could you want to become new unless you have first become ashes!”
(Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 15, 56).

Many early twentieth-century intellectuals used such pronouncements to convert
Zarathustra and Nietzsche into nature-mystics, mountain-men, or cosmic types, whose
true subject was the rhythmic vitality of the animate universe. This was not, of course,
unsurprising, as a similar vision of creation occurs in Romanticism, where Blake, Coleridge,
Friedrich, Keats, Schelling and Shelley identify aesthetic life as the true criterion of human
value.15

The Dionysian Creator

To arrive at such a description, where Nietzsche signifies the purity or value of the inner
world, is only half the story. The neo-vitalism prevalent in symbolist and modernist
circles – the view that art, properly conceived, is the means of concentrating on dynamic
life-forces – could be reconciled with the image of Dionysus as subject of perpetual
self-creation. We can develop this insight by noting the interconnectedness of the varied
reflections on Nietzschean matters around 1900. For instance, by equating the homoge-
neous with the Apollonian principle and the heterogeneous with the Dionysian principle,
Nietzsche established a critical framework in which “Classic” and “Romantic” values came
into contact. “Nietzscheanism,” as it was configured or imagined in cultural circles, was a
way of speaking out against the massified world of technocratic modernity, where raw life
was imprisoned beneath socialized experience and its codifying forms. A number of related
terms – “rhythm,” “rhythmic vitality,” and “vital energy” – were used to describe the var-
ious projects for connecting structures of existence to systems of representation.16 Many
of these terms would be used to reassess the “modernity” of earlier artists.17

As noted above, vitalism was the dominant paradigm within which Nietzschean ideas
were calibrated around 1900. We see a version of the vitalist model at work in Charles
Ricketts’ complex design (Figure 1.1). Ricketts, the first British artist to have responded
to Nietzsche’s writings, adheres to The Birth of Tragedy paradigm by granting primacy
to aesthetic experience, and by making flux, rapturous vision, and rhythmic vitality the
subject matter of his work.18 What is striking about this unusual composition is the com-
bination of shaping and vitalizing forms. On one level, Ricketts depicts different examples
of movement, different stages of growth and development. Ricketts pictures the spiritual
form of Shelley, or his emanation-doppelganger, the wanderer-poet in Alastor (1816).19

This androgynous form occupies a dark-column, and stares into transfiguring light. The
bottom third of the image is like a diagrammatic representation of crustal elevation: the
release of energy from the core of the dynamic earth forcing new patterns and forms to
struggle to the surface of things. The Shelley figure inhabits a space that is at once a terrace
with steps, and a protean world of geothermal wonder made from a flurry of arabesques
and flames. Armoured forms emerge from the inky floor of this fluidic and atomistic world;
crustal dynamism breaks beyond the horizon line and orients vision to the Shelley figure,
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FIGURE 1.1 Charles Ricketts, Illustration to accompany Theodore J. Sheldon’s poem, for
the Shelley Centenary (1892). Published in The Magazine of Art (1892) Volume 16.
Source: Private Collection.
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who seems to embody the magical quest of Romanticism: the idea that the outside world
will be romanticized once all appearances become one with personal feeling; and that the
sensitizing power of art arises from the struggle to make visible the primordial forces that
act upon and transform the world of appearances (Abrams 1953, 31–102).

The relationship between vision and creativity is the starting point of an image where
the Shelley figure implies both transcendence and absorption, the movement upwards into
pure spirit and downwards into the dynamism of emergent life. What we see, then, is a
creating spirit for whom nature is a creative form, an image that “ends” with celestial glo-
rification, the angelic choir, but “starts” with constant physical transformation, the blobs
of a close-grained world. The image is not confined to the depiction of a single process;
instead, it shows two zones: the Dionysian vitalism of teeming nature, and the Apollonian
calm of achieved cultural forms. In other words, Ricketts provides a compositional frame-
work in which sensory perception becomes a vehicle for the relationship between mind and
nature, a theme connecting the Nature Philosophy of Romanticism to the life philosophy
of the Nietzschean modernists.

More pointedly, this design, caught between incarnation (the dark physicality of
matter) and numinous energy (the radiant shaft of light), speaks to the neo-Romantic
version of the Nietzsche cult in two important ways. First, the association of the aesthetic
with phantasmagoria and primal experience: the conflation of pleasure and pain, is a
continuous theme in The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche argues that artistic creativity
results from a struggle to control raw matter and convert naked terror into aesthetic form
(Nietzsche 1927 [1872], 1–34). Second, the association of cosmos and mind makes this
world a world-picture, an inward space with its own images, a space where the Shelley
figure becomes the complete subject for whom inner perception, thought and being
are one.

This leads to another issue that deserves attention: the specific representation of light
and darkness. In fact, the image of light is overrun with dark, brutal, and crushing forces.
What Ricketts describes is a world of sensory impressions, a world obliged to include
diverse forms, proto-things, most of which remain inchoate shapes cloaked in the dark
foreground. As with Nietzsche’s account of the Dionysian aesthetic, Ricketts outlines a
world of boundless energy, a supersensualized realm, in which the barriers between self and
not-self are being dissolved. A whole strand of thinking, what would come to be known
as Nietzscheanism, is embodied by the Shelley figure who intuitively knows the cosmos
through the body, and in those swirls, blobs, and arabesques whose insistent presence
confirms the rapturous nature of the organic world as a place of continuous vitality and
syncopated rhythm.20

A similar vision of Nietzschean culture was advanced in a set of brilliant articles by
Havelock Ellis published in Savoy (1896).21 Ellis, who moved in the same circles as
Ricketts, was a founder member of The Progressive Association, established in 1882 with a
plan to preach the gospel of humanity and cultural cosmopolitanism. Ellis’ Nietzsche, “one
of the greatest spiritual forces which have appeared since Goethe,” views culture as “unity
of artistic style in every expression of a people’s life.” Ellis refers to Nietzsche’s Dionysian
sense of the “vital relation of things,” which confirms his “philosophy was the inevitable
outcome of his own psychic constitution.” In all, Nietzsche’s thoughts are “born of his
pain; he has imparted to them of his own blood, his own pleasure and torment” (Ellis
1915, 83).22

These matters, where the aesthetic is a constellation of forces associated with the task
of higher self-creation, or defined in psychophysiological terms, were central to other
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developments of the Nietzsche vogue as expressed in “Nietzschean” art. Accordingly, the
second part of this chapter looks at other manifestations of this aesthetic of the body,
starting with Gustav Klimt, the most distinguished member of the Secession group in
turn-of-the-century Vienna.

The Rebirth of Vitality

Assessing the exact impact of Nietzsche on the critical development of Klimt’s art is far
from easy. Over hastily, we can say that Klimt’s equation of life philosophy with immersive
aestheticism parallels the argument advanced in The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche
announces his conviction “that art is the highest task and the proper metaphysical activity
of this life” (Nietzsche 1927 [1872], “Preface”). Moreover, it has been argued, persua-
sively, I think, that Nietzscheanism provides an important framework for the development
of Klimt’s pictorial logic (Hoffman 1999, 67–89). In particular, the tension between
instinctual forces and expressive bodies – eruptions of energy and normalizing systems – the
polarities explored in The Birth of Tragedy and Thus Spake Zarathustra, can be compared
to the pictorial structure of Klimt’s early works. Love, 1895, represents the experience of
socialized pleasure in the context of instinctual forces, a relationship expressed through the
disposition of bodies as vertical and horizontal forms. Ernst Moritz Geyer uses the same
compositional system in his illustration to Nietzsche’s parable “The Giant” reproduced
in Pan (1895).23 Here a Zarathustra-like giant, with wings, nimbus, and holding a vast
image of solarized energy, presides over a landscape where ant-like academics shuttle
across the foreground.24

This conflict between vibrant life and codified experience, a conflict expressed in spa-
tial and compositional terms, features in Klimt’s Altar of Apollo, 1886–1888 and Altar
of Dionysus, 1886–1888, part of a decorative program for the Burgtheater, Vienna. As
Werner Hofmann has implied, Klimt contrasts the humanized space of Apollonian cul-
ture, where the vertical and horizontal disposition of maenad-worshippers is unified by
the life-sized bust of Apollo, with the chaotic space of Dionysian culture, where ideational
distortion and loss of individuality is expressed as confusion of scale and space (Hoffman
1999, 71–73). These matters are taken further in Tragedy, 1897, where a begowned skele-
tal embodiment of Apollonian beauty holds a grotesque mask. This menancing object,
which seems to struggle from the undulating gown, suggests the raw energy of life break-
ing into consciousness.

Ricketts, we remember, had implied that Shelley incarnates the Romantic aesthetic in the
struggle to recognize the divinity of the cosmos; Klimt, by contrast, stresses immanence:
there is no supersensible realm “beyond” the material world. Instead the mask, the effigy,
or the grotesque form confirm the world is a world of mental representations, and that it is
from such representations that we create knowledge of the universe. Or, to put it another
way, what we call the universe is energy as represented in form. It is the life or force of this
form that the artist struggles to picture as he stitches together different bits of “vision”:
anthropological, meta-psychological, pan-cosmic, the key elements of mythos as revealed
to, and reconstituted by, the creative power of the imagination.

As noted in the introduction, the ideas that constituted Nietzscheanism were hetero-
geneous, but the common dominator among the various Nietzschean groupings was the
exaltation and affirmation of the instinctual, the idea of the life-force as shaping form
in history and biology. Accordingly, the Dionysian Nietzsche, the one who argued that
“everything good” is “dominated by the instinct of life,” was immensely important to the
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development of modernist art and aesthetics (Nietzsche 2003 [1889], 59, 55). Roughly
speaking, this accounts for the vision of Nietzsche as incendiary iconoclast advanced by
Expressionism, Dadaism, and Futurism. Gottfried Benn, the Expressionist writer, sums
this up in his battle cry: “Our blood cries out for heaven and earth. We want to dream. We
want ecstasy. We call on Dionysus” (cited in Sokel 1959, 94).25 This belief, where creativity
is a type of demonic energy and ecstatic revelation, the manifestation of inner experience
in cultural forms, encouraged the view that at heart Nietzsche was a messianic vitalist, and
that his version of vitalism constituted a nodal point in the history of the understanding
of the nature of aesthetic creativity and aesthetic experience.

Edvard Munch strikingly illustrates the workings of this model. Munch – who moved in
the same circles as Georg Brandes, Count Harry Kessler, and other leading Nietzscheans,
including Ernest Thiel, a rich Swedish Banker, whose donations established the Nietzsche
archives in Weimar – owned an edition of Nietzsche’s Collected Works. Munch’s portrait
of Nietzsche of 1906, commissioned by Thiel, uses the same pictorial logic as The Scream,
1893, one of the earliest attempts to picture a subject sensing naked terror as world loss.
Munch describes this as a process of psycho-apocalypse,

One evening I was walking along a path, the city was on one side and the fjord below.
I felt tired and ill. I stopped and looked out over the fjord – the sun was setting, and
the clouds turning blood-red. I sensed a scream passing through nature; it seemed to me
that I heard the scream. I painted this picture, painted the clouds as actual blood. The
colour shrieked. This became The Scream of the Frieze of Life.

(cited in Hodin 1972, 48)

The source of art, then, is intuition or experience of the horror which is the ground of
all existence. This cosmic dread was modified, if never completely nullified, when Munch
connected the concept of hylozoism, the idea that the universe is alive, with Nietzsche’s
ecstatic vision of Dionysian culture, where all life is understood in relation to an unbroken
whole.26 Over the course of the following decades, this neo-vitalism, where the artist sets
out to capture primordial being, became Munch’s starting point in the representation of
human life.

Munch was dazzled by Thus Spake Zarathustra, which he equated with Metabolism, his
own version of vitalism. Metabolism, a fusion of pantheism and non-mechanical theories
of energy development and preservation, was central to Munch’s vision of creation: “to
become this earth ever fermenting, ever illuminated by the sun and which lived – lived –
and from my rotting body plants and trees and flowers would grow, and the sun would
warm and I would be in it, and nothing would decay – this is eternity” (cited in Huber
2014, unpaginated).

Munch’s vision, where there is no rest, inertia, or solidity in nature, draws on Romantic
aesthetics, where nature, as pure energy, provides humanity with images of perpetual life.
Johann Gottfried Herder, the German philosopher, poet, and critic, laid the foundations
for this tradition in God, Some Conversations (1787). Herder claimed that there is “no death
in creation … In a world in which everything changes, every force is in eternal activity, and
hence metamorphosis of its organs … Life, thus, is movement, activity, the activity of an
inner force. Every living force is active and continues active” (Herder 1940 [1787], 22).
Likewise, Munch’s vitalism equates artistic identity with sensuous intuition of universal
forces; the capacity to align self and not-self. This vision of the eternal cycle of nature, in
which the universe is alive because energy runs through it, would be conflated with his
vision of a Nietzschean aesthetic in the Oslo University Murals of 1909–1914. Munch



26 ◼ ◼ ◼ C O L I N T R O D D

FIGURE 1.2 Edvard Munch, The Sun (1909–1911). Oslo, University Hall. Source: © 2016.
Photo Scala, Florence.

divided the entire decoration into two concepts: “Natural Forces” and “Humanity.” The
Human Mountain, c. 1910, was his synthesis of these concepts.

The Human Mountain represents the zenith of Munch’s Dionysian worldview, his desire
to “leap … into his own sunlight” (Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 101). It depicts a fragment
of an endless mountain composed of knotted human forms. Some figures cling to the
mountainside, others become incorporated into the rock-face, but all seek the splintered
rays of light emitted by the sun. What Munch creates is a crystallization of the life-force,
a mountain world where the struggle of energetic life is expressed through the pulsing
interplay of geometric and serpentine lines. A pictorial hymn, then, to Zarathustra’s self-
vision: “Out of silent mountains and thunderstorms of pain my soul rushes into the valleys”
(Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 72).

Munch’s fusion of the fluxional and adamantine, which recalls Nietzsche’s cosmic
Dionysianism, was continued in the central panel, The Sun, 1909–1911 (Figure 1.2). This
composition, the apogee of Nietzschean vitalism, encapsulates Munch’s dictum, “A work
of art is like a crystal – like the crystal it must also possess a soul and the power to shine
forth” (cited in Chipp 1968, 115). More than this, it presents the sun as the living center
that gives form to the world. In other words, the human body is not the measure of all
things. In place of man, a sign of full knowing, we are given an image of “solar love,” a
sign of full being (Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 107). Like Zarathustra, Munch’s striving for
wholeness takes him away from society to the primal oneness of the universe, a universe
defined in vitalistic terms: striations of light, bands of energy, irradiated lines of force.

Another figure who was powerfully affected by this line of thought was the German
Expressionist architect Bruno Taut. Like Munch, Taut associated mountain ranges with
the idea of eternal energy, the vision of total life expressed in Thus Spake Zarathustra.
And, as with Munch, he saw the crystal as concentrated form and dynamic equilibrium,
confirmation of the universe as perpetual festival of light and life. And again, like Munch, he
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made Nietzsche the prophet of this visionary vitalism, the crystalline subject of a great cult
of energy. To this end, Taut went on to produce a vast project entitled Alpine Architecture,
where he imagined human existence in terms of a chain of crystal houses dedicated to the
celebration of cosmic life. The crystal cathedrals, at the summit of the Alps, were an appeal
to the pantheistic vitalism found in Romanticism and Thus Spake Zarathustra. Indeed, Taut
imagined nature transformed into a vast Book of Nietzsche,

[L]andscapes of Grail-shrines and crystal-lined caves … Mountains crowned and
reworked, valleys improved … Airplanes and dirigibles carry happy people, who are glad
to be free of sickness and sorrow through viewing of their work in blissful moments.
To travel! And during the journey to see the work grow and fulfilled, in which all have
somehow cooperated as workers in distant lands! Our earth, until now a bad habitat, shall
become a good habitat.

(cited in Pehnt 1973, 81, 80)27

Taut went on to envision caves spanning entire continents with glass and precious stones
in the guise of “ray domes” and “sparkling palaces” (Pehnt 1973, 82). Here, as in other
forms of Expressionism, we get a sense of the artist imagining projects informed by the
ecstatic dynamism outlined by Nietzsche, who proclaimed, “Life wants to build itself up
into the heights with pillars and steps; it wants to look into vast distances and out toward
stirring beauties: therefore it requires height” (Nietzsche 2005 [1885], 213).

There is good evidence that this idea was widely diffused across different cultural
groupings. For instance, many of the numerous unfulfilled plans to build commemorative
monuments and temples presented Nietzsche as the culminating figure in Romantic
vitalism, the incarnation of creative energy. As early as 1898, Fritz Schumacher’s plan
for a Nietzsche temple continued the Romantic fascination with solitude, inner-reality,
and revelation.28 Schumacher’s design included an ecstatic Zarathustra at the summit
of a temple, a heliotropic hero emerging from a sea of darkness.29 Another remarkable
example of this process, where the vitalized Nietzsche stands for the authority of creative
reality, the world-picture of Romantic art, was put forward by Count Harry Kessler, one
of the most striking figures in art and letters in early twentieth-century Germany.30 Kessler
imagined a colossal memorial to Nietzsche, a network of spaces and buildings dedicated
to the cult of intellectual and physical energy. Aristide Maillol was to create a statue of
Apollo using Vaslav Nijinsky as the subject; Henry van der Velde was to design the temple,
monument, and other buildings; Gordon Craig and Eric Gill were to provide internal dec-
oration and design; Max Klinger was to produce reliefs; and Gabriele D’Annunzio, Georg
Brandes, André Gide, Gustav Mahler, H. G. Wells and other leading public intellectuals
were to serve on a fund-raising committee. Kessler’s Nietzsche, a visionary vitalist, saw
the universe in terms of wholeness, the wholeness of élan. Nietzsche meant “propulsive
energy”; the exterior of the Nietzsche Memorial “must not express any goal, but rather an
idea, or more precisely feelings, heroism and joy, the feelings that form the basic spirit of
Nietzsche’s works … We must … have a great form that breathes heroism and joy” (cited
in Easton 2013, 201, 572).31

Locus and Labyrinth: Dancing and Dreaming

An important modification of this thought, where the artist is architect of animism and per-
petual vitality, creator of works through which life flows, is pressed forward powerfully by
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FIGURE 1.3 Hannah Hoch, Cut with the Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly
Cultural Epoch of Germany, photomontage and collage with watercolour, 44–7/8 ×
35–7/16′′, 1919–20. Berlin, Nationalgalerie. Source: akg-images/Erich Lessing/© DACS
2016.

Hannah Hoch. Cut the Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of
Germany, 1919–1920 (Figure 1.3) indicates the penetration of Nietzscheanism through-
out the early twentieth-century avant-garde. For Hoch, as for Hugo Ball, Johannes Baader,
Raoul Hausmann, and other members of the various Dada communities, Nietzsche was
the critical lodestar of all avant-garde experimentation and revolt.32

At the locus of Cut the Kitchen Knife we see the headless dancer, the source of dynamic
plasticity. Hoch, following Nietzsche, presents the dancer as a recursive figure, the subject
made in the performance of action, the incarnation of the life-force.33 Her dancer exists
in a mechanomorphic world, as personified by Einstein, top left, who has gearwheels in
his left eye. This, too, is a Nietzschean trope, as Zarathrusta asks, “Are you a new strength
and a new right? … A self-propelling wheel? Can you compel the very stars to revolve
around you?” A few pages later he says this of future humanity: “A higher body shall you
create, a first movement, a self-propelling wheel – a creator shall you create” (Nietzsche
2005 [1885], 55, 61).

Chance and chaos are the key elements in Hoch’s non-space where the real is a set
of colliding fragments, the disjunctions opened up by her retreat from the syntax of scale
and perspective. At the center of this kaleidoscopic universe – a universe of interchangeable
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things – we find an image of individuated movement, a sign of the wonder of physical pres-
ence. Hoch’s dancer, then, represents a Nietzschean epiphany, a vision of a world where
the body does the thinking. Hoch exalts Dionysian vitality, not Apollonian rationality; the
aliveness of the body, not the perfectly proportioned form. Regarded in these terms, the
dancer, who generates her own energy, is the perfect image of life as rhythmic vitality,
the perfected form of vitalist culture.

Other entrées to Nietzscheanism spotlighted the relativism of vision and the uncanni-
ness of the perceived world. Nietzsche’s magical potency cast a spell on Giorgio de Chirico,
pre-empting the invention of metaphysical painting, his definition of the world as a place
of existential abandonment.34 De Chirico’s art, at once spectral and unhomely, revisits
one of the themes of Romantic literary criticism, the idea that the magical life gener-
ated by art arises from the experience of estrangement from the world and its objects.35

And unlike the Dadaist Nietzscheans, for whom aesthetic life is equated with the develop-
ment of autonomous or spontaneous creations – the world of individuated energy battling
against massified forces – de Chirico’s images embody detachment, solitude, and inward-
ness. Instead of boundless vitalism, de Chirico pictures emptiness, stillness, and their quasi-
psychic emanations. Unsurprisingly, de Chirico said that he wanted to “live in the world
as if in an immense museum of strangeness” (cited in Soby 1966, 246). This vision, where
vision begins and ends in hermeneutics, draws in equal measures from Romanticism and
Nietzsche.36

Another manifestation of de Chirico’s Nietzscheanism is his fascination with the unfath-
omable mystery of the labyrinth, Nietzsche’s preferred image of a world devoid of locus,
shelter – or absolute knowledge.37 The world de Chirico pictures is at once architectonic,
pathless, and disorientating: to look at it is to be confronted by something not built to
human scale, somewhere indifferent to human presence. This radical nominalism, derived
from Nietzsche, for whom the world is a world of different images or pictures, explains
de Chirico’s model of pictorial composition, where conventions of depth, plane, and per-
spective are dismantled. What we should call de Chirico’s “perspectivism” is revealed in a
world of insistent angles and orthogonals, but without legible vectors. There is, in short,
nothing to determine the location of a point in space relative to another, a system of pictur-
ing that results in the replacement of the idea of environment, the humanization of space,
with the articulation of spacings, the unfolding of multiple and incommensurate “situa-
tions” beyond human need. Hence the piazza, a traditional sign of civic pride, sociability,
and hospitality, becomes a source of eternal solitude and mystery, a set of labyrinthine
colonnades framed by sepulchral light.38

These responses are important in our context because they call into question the claim,
made by H. G. Wells, that there was a single “Gospel of Nietzsche” (Wells 1897, 244).
As we have seen, the Nietzsche of the modern art world was a protean figure. For some,
such as Ricketts, he was the subject of heroic vitalism, individual vision; for others, such
as Klimt and Munch, he pictured the production of plenitude. All three agreed with
Hoch and de Chirico that Nietzsche created a new space for the human imagination, and
that Nietzscheanism was an art of dynamic self-creation.39 Or, as another admirer put it,
Nietzsche’s “range of subjects is as wide as modern thought … he was his age, he com-
prehended the mind of Europe” (Orage 1911a, 12).

Were these figures inspired by Nietzsche’s ideas, or were they overwhelmed by the belief
that they alone were the custodians of “Nietzschean vision”? However we answer this ques-
tion it is clear that their Nietzsche, a promethean subject, was an “irresistible attraction,”
whose “dazzling books” contributed to the general understanding of Romanticism’s com-
plex historical reception (Bataille 1991 [1949], 365). In all, this Nietzsche represented one
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version of the mystical state: the desire to give, the boundless gifting of creation and cre-
ativity, the fusion of inner experience and universal community.40 Here, in this image of
activist creation, we get a sense of Nietzsche’s impact on creative life in the modern period.
For this reason alone he deserves an important place in the mythos of modern art, in the
stories it tells about its origins, principles, and values.

Notes

1 Brinton’s book, one of the best of its kind, parallels the thinking examined in this essay:
“This romantic opponent of the great tradition of European rationalism could not bear
his fellow Romantics” (95).

2 The term used by W. B. Yeats to describe Nietzsche’s impact on his thinking and poetry:
see Wade (1954, 379). In this letter, Sept 26 1902, to Lady Gregory, he asserts Nietzsche’s
Romanticism by arguing that he “completes Blake and has the same roots” (379).

3 See Langbehn (1890), for another version of individualism, where Rembrandt incarnates
the folkic values which contest industrial modernity.

4 For Nietzsche’s reception history see Ascheim (1992), Smith (1996), and Thatcher
(1970).

5 It is worth noting that Nietzsche was dubbed the “Professor of energy” by French writers
in the 1890s: see Forth (2001, 61–73).

6 These ideas were particularly noticeable in the British reception of Nietzsche. See, for
instance, Orage, editor of the Nietzsche-friendly The New Age (1907–1923), and author
of two landmark books on Nietzsche in 1911, Jackson (1907) and Ellis (1915).

7 See Orage (1911a, 12), where Nietzsche is compared with William Blake. See also Trodd
(2012, 6–7, 185–186, 392–5, 409), for an overview of those early twentieth-century read-
ings where Blake and Nietzsche are imagined as cultural brothers dedicated to completing
the project of Romanticism via the gospel of iconoclasm and energy.

8 See Ratner-Rosenhagen (2012), for an overview of Nietzsche’s reception in American
academic and literary circles. For three examples of Nietzsche’s impact on American artists,
see the illustrations in Kent (1920), Rothko (2004, 36); and the discussion of Barnett
Newman in Rushing (1988, 187–195).

9 Key engagements with Nietzschean culture and its impact on modern thought include
Bataille (1992 [1945]) and Bloch (2009 [1935]). For a wider cultural overview, see Kostka
and Wohlfarth (1999).

10 “Transform Beethoven’s Hymn to Joy into a painting: let your imagination conceive the
multitudes bowing to the dust, awestruck – then you will be able to appreciate the
Dionysian … [T]he Dionysian man resembles Hamlet: both have … penetrated into
the true nature of things – they have perceived, but it is irksome for them to act; for to act
cannot change the eternal nature of things … Knowledge kills action, action requires the
veil of illusion … But at this juncture, when the will is most imperilled, art approaches, as
a redeeming and healing enchantress: she alone may transform these reflections on the …
absurdity of existence into representations with which man can live” (Nietzsche [1872],
4, 23). Additionally, Nietzsche had a youthful identification with Byron’s Manfred: see
Nietzsche (1984 [1878], 78, 135).

11 “All surplus poetic strength available among contemporary humans … should be dedi-
cated … to showing the way to the future: – and not as though the poet, like some sort
of imaginative political economist, should anticipate in his images more favorable cultural
and social conditions and how to make them possible. Instead, just as artists in the earlier
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times continually composed and recomposed images of divine beings, he will compose
and recompose images of beautiful human beings and sniff out the cases where, in the
midst of our modern world … the beautiful, great soul is still possible” (Nietzsche 2013
[1879], 46).

12 Vitalism, the theory that what made matter alive was an energizing principle arising
from the great chain of creation, was supported by various scientists, thinkers, and artists
throughout the Romantic period. Moreover, neo-vitalist ideas were developed in many
late nineteenth-century cultural networks and organizations. In Britain, the Fellowship
of New Life advanced the view that nature, a dynamic whole, offered a vision of human
community and energy. It is not difficult to see why some of its leading figures, such
as Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter, assimilated Nietzsche to their worldview. They
could point at specific examples of “vitalism” in Nietzsche’s writings: “There is no ‘being’
behind the doing.” Nietzsche (2014 [1887b], 236. Elsewhere Nietzsche stated, “His-
tory, thought through completely, would be cosmic self-consciousness.” Nietzsche (2013
[1879], 81). Both statements could be equated with vitalist doxa promulgated by Henri
Bergson and others. See Schiller (1913, 145–158), for a contemporary reading of Niet-
zsche as vitalist thinker.

13 “The secret of Nietzsche is the secret of Dionysus … Apollo and Dionysus … penetrate
the very stuff of consciousness and life … life is conflict … The drama of life is thus a
perpetual movement towards a climax that never comes” (Orage 1911a, 25, 34, 35, 36).

14 As Orage put it, “In the Superman he found the answer to the Dionysian question: How
can life be surpassed.” See Orage (1911a, 78).

15 Key sources include Joel (1905) and Orage (1911a). Orage asserts, “nobody who under-
stands Nietzsche will doubt that behind all his apparent materialism there was a thoroughly
mystical view of the world … Blake is Nietzsche in English” (75). See also Trodd (2012,
392–393, 409, 423), for more on Nietzsche and British Romanticism.

16 See, for instance, Coomaraswamy (1918, 22, 32, 155), where Nietzsche, Blake, and Whit-
man are taken to associate artistic vision with the rhythm of the cosmos; Middleton Murry
(1911, 9–12); Holmes (1911, 1–3); Sadler (1912, 23–29); Middleton Murry and Mans-
field (1912, 18–20). Huntley Carter, summarized this line of thought when he referred
to the “rhythmic vitality” of modern culture, a condition in which artists put together
“new pictorial material … in light to the new deity, rhythm.” Rhythm is another way of
describing “the apprehension of the Reality underlying forms of life, of things living and
evolving.” See Carter (1911, 82). Rhythm is one of Julius Meier-Graefe’s master terms
in his highly influential Modern Art 1908. Nietzsche, much-admired by Meier Graefe,
features in volume 2 at 146, 164, 319.

17 See, for instance, the representation of Blake and El Greco in the writings of Sir Charles
Holmes, Director of the National Gallery (1920, 5, 25, 43, 66, 149); (1927, 190) and
(1929, 242–243). John Cowper Powys predicted this viewpoint (Powys 1915, 76–84),
where El Greco’s “ecstatic hieroglyphs” pre-empt Blake, Beardsley and Futurism. Powys’
vision of Blake as a “wandering Dionysus,” was developed in a later publication (Powys
1916), where Blake is compared with Nietzsche and El Greco at 260, 267, 271, 272.

18 The Magazine of Art, August, 1892, 336, where it accompanies Theodore Watts’ sonnet
“For the Shelley Centenary.” Ricketts designed Lyrical Poems of Shelley (1898) and The
Poems of Shelley, 3 vols (1901). Yeats expresses his admiration for Shelley and Blake in a let-
ter to Ricketts dated 5 November, 1922. See Wade (1954, 691). Ricketts’ uncomfortable
relationship with Nietzsche is captured in his diary entry for 27 August 1900: “Death of
Nietzsche. Years ago when I first read him I was half-frightened to find in print so many
things which I felt personally … His end is even more tragic than Heine’s … Where I


