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Kateryna Kamyanets

THE PROVOCATIVE AND THE AMBIVALENT
IN THE EARLY ENGLISH MODERNIST MANIFESTOS

Ivan Franko Lviv National University, Ukraine

Abstract: The article reviews British journal «Blast», which was published during
1914 in London and edited by Wyndham Lewis, a prominent English writer, artist and
activist. The author discusses the influence of the journal on the cultural and aesthetic
development of Great Britain. The paper explores the appearance of the early modernist
manifestos in the journal and their impact on the development of artistic nationalism in
modernist context. The manifestos show general features of modernism - both Western
and purely English. A display of an ambivalent attitude as a tool of provocation is viewed
as Wyndham Lewis’s signature. Also, the author contemplates the idea that from 100

lence, provocation, journals

years’ distance Lewis’s views still seem contemporary.
Keywords: modernism, modernity, Wyndham Lewis, Vortecism, «Blast», ambiva-

The beginning of 20™ century in
Europe is peculiar for the spread of dif-
ferent modernist avant-garde artistic
movements such as Futurism, Dadaism
or English Vortecism. Having a seem-
ingly common backgrounds and ideol-
ogy, the movements, however had their
peculiarities in each country. Wynd-
ham Lewis, an artist and a writer, the
grounder and the main ideologist of
the English Vortecism, started his own
journal called Blast in 1914. The Vorte-
cist manifestos, which announced the
coming of a new age were published
in this journal. The main objects of the
research are the Vortecist manifestos.
They are analyzed from the point of
view of their genre characteristics and
their influence on the early develop-
ment of modernism in England.

B ¥

The English-speaking critics sug-
gested the following ideas on the topic.
Concerning the manifesto genre, Ser-
bian researcher Alexander Boskovi¢
in his article Performing Authority:
Manifesto Genre and Literary Theory
performed an analysis of the genre of
the literary manifesto, where he high-
lighted a merge of the political and the
literary in the modernist manifestos,
namely in Futurism, that was an in-
spiration and a mover for Vortecism.
Internet recourse The Modernist Jour-
nals Project offers an article by Teresa
Prudente Italian Futurism and English
Vorticism where she displays the con-
nection between the two movements.
And finally, the topic of Wyndham
Lewis’s art and writing combined with
his ideological views is raised in Alan
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Munton’s introduction to Wyndham
Lewis the Radical: Essays on Literature
and Modernity, where the idea of Lewis
being our contemporary is considered.

However, the early English mod-
ernist manifestos have not been re-
searched as a separate topic in Ukrai-
nian literary studies yet and the am-
bivalence of the artist’s attitude has
not been mentioned before in connec-
tion with the provocative aspect. This
makes the issue topical and offers a
room for research. Together with this,
the genre of artistic manifesto has not
been ultimately defined yet, which
leaves a space for discussion.

As the Futurist inspirer Filippo
Marinetti grounded a tradition of man-
ifesting the avant-garde artistic prin-
ciples in words [5, 489], he combined
pictorial art with literature. Following
his intentions, Wyndham Lewis, an
English artist and writer started his
own journal where the Vortecist mani-
festos were published. The journal
named Blast was not a long living one;
however it managed to fulfill a signifi-
cant cultural aim. There were only two
issues published. The first one was is-
sued on 20" of June 1914, as it is stated
on the issue itself. The second edition
was published as a “war number” on
15% of June 1915, being given the name
for the war was already started at the
time. However, the original name of the
journal already bears the spirit of the
war. The name Blast is a partially ono-
matopoeic, imitation of an explosion
sound, whichisassociated with military
actions. The way the cover page of the
second issue is designed contributes to
the war mood. This abstract Vortecist
art piece executed by Wyndham Lewis
pictures soldiers who march in the city
bearing their weapons. Such approach

hints to the awareness of the war and
more, its acceptance.

In fact, the design of the journal in
general is worth mentioning. There is a
grand innovation of the graphic experi-
ment that is implemented in multiple
elements. The significant element of
the graphic experiment is the design of
the manifests in the imagist style. Such
appearance works as a creative ele-
ment added to the text. Visually it helps
the reception and the understanding of
the text, the way it was supposed to be
understood. It highlights the stressed
elements and thus adds a strong emo-
tional shade. The third and the most
significant elements are the Vorticist
artworks by Wyndham Lewis, Edward
Wadsworth, Frederick Etchells, W. Rob-
erts, Jacob Epstein, Gaudier-Brzeska,
Cuthbert Hamilton and Spencer Gore
that appeared in the issue.

The first manifest presented in
Blast is dedicated to the artistic move-
ment that was called by its inventors
a ‘Vortex’: “great art vortex sprung up
in the centre of this town” [3, 7]. The
manifesto is placed on two pages and it
consists of separate statements rather
than is shaped as a solid text. Among
general ideas of the manifest the fol-
lowing six components can be high-
lighted: anti-futurism, the belief in the
unconscious development of humanity,
the praise of individualism, modernist
elitism, provocation, Vortex as an ac-
ceptance of the new coming age.

Although the Vorticist movement
was inspired by the Italian futurism,
it sees its task to strongly criticise the
previous. For the reason that Marinetti
would not accept English artists, they
came to grounding their own move-
ment. His elitist criticism worked as
a mighty impulse for the formation of



an English national artistic movement.
However, the offence seems to have re-
mained and Wyndham Lewis criticised
Futurism as the latest form of impres-
sionism that was vague and improper:
“We stand for the Reality of the Present
- not for the sentimental Future, or the
sacripant Past. We want to leave Na-
ture and Men alone. We do not want to
make people wear Futurist Patches, or
fuss men to take to pink and sky-blue
trousers. We are not their wives or tai-
lors” [3, 7]. This ambivalent attitude of
following and criticising something at
the same time leads to the spreading
point of view that gives a greater per-
spective.

The second characteristic - the
claim of the unconsciousness of hu-
manity combines with the modernist
tendency of leaving all the Victorian
conventions behind. Lewis claims that
any frames people can be put in dimin-
ish their ability to create: “Education
(art education and general education)
tends to destroy the creative instinct”
[3, 7]. The natural flow of the human
consciousness is what attracts early
modernists and latter finds its embodi-
ment in the golden age of modernism
- the time when the method of stream
of consciousness was introduced: “The
only way Humanity can help artists is
to remain independent and work un-
consciously. WE NEED THE UNCON-
SCIOUSNESS OF HUMANITY - their
stupidity, animalism and dreams” [3,
7].

The same ideas can be found in an-
other manifesto that serves as the clos-
ing part of the first journal issue. This
is a Vortecist manifesto by Henri Gaud-
ier-Brzeska, whose Vortecist ideas are
concentrated around sculptural art. It
is a philosophical investigation of the
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world’s history of art and mentality.
Gaudier-Brzeska managed to describe
the whole artistic situation all over the
world throughout the known history
of humanity through the spectacle of
the sculptural art and its connection to
the so-called Vortex. In the essay, there
are ten cultures distinguished, each of
them having its own embodiment of
the Vortex. Thus, it can be traced that
the manifestators did not consider the
Vortex to be their invention but some
phenomenon has existed as long as the
humanity has. The manifesto by Gaudi-
er-Brzeska compares it to the phenom-
enon of artitself, posing itas a synonym
to art. Analysing the cultures, Gaudier-
Brzeska gives Vortecist preferences to
those that are more unconscious and
less concentrated on mirroring nature
in its sculpture pieces.

There is, however, a combination of
two ideas: the unconscious and praise
of individualism. The unconscious art
means a leave of all conventions that
tend to standardise people. This, in its
turn, means the praise of individual-
ity. After leaving conventions behind,
everyone is able to become what they
really are, not what the surrounding
expects them to be. This is the claim of
the individual approach to perceiving
art. It is powerful by its contradicting
any generalized restrictions of art cre-
ation. Beautiful is what we see beauti-
ful not what we are told itis. Such ideas
laid the ground to modern art, and they
made their way up till the contempo-
rary art that shocks and surprises peo-
ple, illustrating how widely the human
tastes and views may differ.

This anti-educational manifesta-
tion leads to the question of modern-
ist elitism and its presence in the early
manifestos. The appearance of elitism,
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widely traced in the modernist ap-
proach, in the manifesto is questiona-
ble. On the one hand, it can be claimed
that the manifesto is even anti-elitist.
Here are some examples. First of all,
it is easy to notice that every time the
individualism is praised it is highlight-
ed that the English class conventions
should be abandoned: “to make indi-
viduals, wherever found” [3, 8]; “Art is
nothing to do with the coat you wear”
[3, 8]; “The Man in the Street and the
Gentleman are equally ignored” [3, 7];
“The “Poor” are detestable animals!
They are only picturesque and amusing
for the sentimentalist or the romantic!
The “Rich” are bores without a single
exception, en tant que riches! (as the
rich. - fr.)” [3, 8]

The first two quotes hint rather
explicitly to the fact that social class
does not influence the artistic abili-
ties. Together with the denial of educa-
tion’s efficiency this creates an idea of
anti-elitism. Such a conclusion can be
surprising, for modernist movement
is often recognized for its elitism. So, it
may be expected to be found in its ear-
ly manifests. However, the finale quote
includes a French phrase. The usage
of such is already an elitist approach,
for only people with a certain level of
education are able to understand for-
eign languages. Considering the social
conditions of the time, only well-off
people were educated. This and many
allusions and names in all other liter-
ary pieces in the journal issue create
the atmosphere of modernist elitism.
So far, the only common conclusion for
the both aspects is that the modernist
elitism in the journal is not as much
material as it is intellectual.

The third point to be considered
in the last two quotes is mockery. The

provocative purpose of the statements
denies any determined position in this
case. Provocative statements prevail in
all the manifests by Wyndham Lewis
and can be recognized as his signature.
Lewis’s provocations are meant to give
an impulse for contemplations and de-
ciding for oneself. It is the approach
that is proclaimed later in the blocks of
manifestos. It is there to analyse the oc-
currence from the both points of view.
From the 100-year’s distance the idea
of multiple truths can be traced, that
found its embodiment only in the late
20™ century in the works by postmod-
ernist writers. This idea is well devel-
oped on the basis of the provocation,
even historical one, as Lewis’s signa-
tures in Alan Munton’s introduction
to Carmelo Cunchillos Jaime’s volume
Wyndham Lewis the Radical: Essays on
Literature and Modernity, where he
proves Lewis to be “our contemporary”
[9, 7].

However, not only the ambivalence
of positions serves as a provocative ele-
ment - the direct provocations are also
common in the manifestos. The appeal
to the king himself is one of the exam-
ples of such. “We will convert the King
if possible. A VORTICIST KING! WHY
NOT? DO YOU THINK LLOYD GEORGE
HAS THE VORTEX IN HIM? MAY WE
HOPE FOR ART FROM LADY MOND?”
[3, 8]. The provocation towards the
name of the most powerful item of the
society (the king in this case), is aimed
the determination, bravery and hints to
the seriousness of the purpose. Again,
in Lewis’s context this can be perceived
only as half-true, more as a mockery of
everyone - the author, the reader and
the king. This suggestion has, however,
found its embodiment in currents Brit-
ish crown’s attitude. The way Queen



Elisabeth II has admitted rebellious at
its time rock-n-roll as a decent style of
music might be something Wyndham
Lewis meant in his manifesto.

The final feature of the Vortecist
idea in the manifesto is not that explicit
as the rest but it comes as the conclu-
sion of some statements and is contrib-
uted by anti-futurism. The Vortex is a
movement against the general rush and
panic that appeared together with the
technological innovations and social
changes. Vorticists’ idea is to live with
the changes and to be contemporary to
the energy of the world. They do not
find technological progress something
to be afraid of or a reason for panic.
They consider it to be as natural and
simple, as using a fork, for example:
“AUTOMOBILISM (Marinettism) bores
us. We don’t want to go about mak-
ing a hullo-bulloo about motor cars,
anymore than about knives and forks,
elephants or gas pipes. Elephants are
VERY BIG, Motor cars go quickly” [3, 8].
The way they view technological pro-
gress is as if it was a part of the natural
development, not a great innovation
to be excited about or to fear it. They
show that this should not be the object
of modern art.

However, this could be analyzed
in a different way too. The statement
resembles self-denial. The whole jour-
nal is full of pre-war moods, which is
not conventional already. And the war
became the object of Lewis’s pictorial
art. The modernist anxiety has found
its embodiment in the manifesto as the
denial of its existence. Self-denial can
be recognized as a feature of manifes-
tos, judging from Alexander BoSkovi¢’s
article, where he finds that the first ar-
tistic manifesto - the symbolist mani-
festo, to be self-denying, for the mani-
20 W%
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festo genre does not coincide with the
symbolist principles [5, 488].

After the manifestos come two lists
of people and items which serve as a
provocation more vividly. They can be
named the ‘blasted’ and the ‘blessed’
lists, for the included features are sug-
gested for blasting in the first list and
blessing in the second. The two lists in-
volve people, items of culture, national
stereotypes, even countries them-
selves. However, the division of what
should be “blessed” and what should
be “blasted” is not so obvious. The lists
are characterized by the ambivalent
division of points of view. All the lists
are executed in vividly imagist manner
[pic.1].

The “Blasted” list consists of the
acknowledged English elements with
the Victorian values and the great
Victorians, and France with its popu-
lar stereotypical characteristics. This
would remain more or less unambigu-
ous if not it’s the further appearance
of the ‘blessed’ list in the journal. The
provocative element is that the ‘bless-
ed’ are basically the same things, only
viewed from a different angle. The
‘blessed’ are again England and France
but this time in their other displays.
This provocation is the embodiment
of another manifest, stated in the fol-
lowing block of manifestos - the idea of
fighting on both sides.

The first block, the list of the ‘blast-
ed’ ones, contains 7 sub-blocks. The
first one is dedicated to England, as
Lewis mentioned “from politeness” [3,
11]. In this block England is criticised
firstly for its weather conditions. It
rather resembles seen as traditionally
English complaints about the weather.
They are the complaints on the one
hand, but they sound proudly enough,
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emphasizing the uniqueness of the
land. On the other hand, this manifest
can be perceived as a metaphorical
comparison. It is stated there has been
no snow for a while, for the reason that
the British sky was not capable of pro-
ducing it. “But ten years ago we saw
distinctly both snow and ice here.” [3,
12]. This appeal can be viewed as an
allegory. The inability to snow is the
British people’s previous inability to
behave naturally or more, to go against
their nature, showing all their emo-
tions to the full.

The second sub-block contains
rough criticism of France. The criti-
cism of France differs a lot from the
one of England. France, in its turn, is
shown as a bunch of cliché, with such
expressions as “poodle temper”, sensa-
tionalism, fussiness and naming Paris
“a Mecca for Americans”. It can be said
that France is criticised for its being a
cliché. Even the first line shows some
exhaustion with the issue: “OH BLAST
FRANCE” [3, 13].

1]
BLAST FirSt e saumes ENGLAND

GURSE ITS CLIMATE FOR ITS SINS AND INFECTIONS

The block three criticises the Vic-
torian established ideas of what is high
and what is low: “THE BRITANNIC ES-
THETE WITH EXPLETIVE OF WHIRL-
WIND CREAM OF THE SNOBBISH
EARTH” [3, 15]. Snobbery is called “the
disease of femininity” [3, 15] which
might be interpreted as a feministic as-
sertion. Spoken by a man it