
 

 
TRANSCRIPT 

WYNDHAM LEWIS AUDIO TOUR 

 

The Man of the World: centring on The Theatre Manager 

 

As a boy Wyndham Lewis showed an early gift for art and was encouraged by his mother Anne Stuart 

Prickett, who herself had undergone artistic training. 

 

His talent for drawing earned him a place at London’s prestigious Slade School of Art in 1898, when he was 

aged just 15. 

 

While at the Slade Lewis quickly gained a reputation for his draughtsmanship and was compared to the 

school’s former star student, Augustus John. 

 

Lewis and John became friends and between 1906 and 1908 lived a bohemian existence in Paris.  John 

made a number of portraits of his young friend, some of which are exhibited here. They show Lewis’ early 

tendency to play with his identity and to adopt a persona. They also demonstrate Lewis’ personal 

magnetism, for despite his youth and his then indecision over whether to be a poet or an artist, he was still 

able to command the attention of even celebrated artists like John. 

 

Lewis returned to Britain in 1908, having already encountered European avant-garde styles such as Cubism, 

Primitivism and Expressionism. British art, therefore, must have seemed very conservative by comparison. 

Nevertheless, he joined Britain’s most progressive art movement, the Camden Town School, in 1911.  

 

The Camden Town School drew inspiration from the British artist, Walter Sickert, especially his scenes of 

working-class life in London. Lewis considered these rather trite and hackneyed and at times could not 

resist satirising the Camden Town School in his art.   

 

This is evident in Lewis’ drawing The Theatre Manager. Theatrical subjects were a common theme in the 

work of Sickert and his Camden Town followers, therefore, Lewis’ grotesquely caricatured troupe of actors 

was intended to be provocative.   

 

Despite this, The Theatre Manager had a serious intent – the eponymous theatre manager and his motley 

troupe represent the relationship between the individual and the group. The isolation and anguish of the 

manager, as he wrestles with the script and his unpromising actors, is emphasised by his facing opposite his 

unassuming charges. His reflection caught in a mirror held by one of the actors stresses the dichotomy of 

the private inner self and that of the projected persona, a preoccupation that dominated much of Lewis’ 

life.  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, drawings like the Theatre Manager puzzled many of Lewis’ friends and associates. 

Having been praised for his draughtsmanship as a student, Lewis’ tendency now for what seemed crude 

caricature was baffling. His friend the poet Thomas Sturge Moore once warned to him: ‘I believe you have 

put your head in a pudding bag, aesthetically speaking, and hope you will take it out again before it is too 

late’. 
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However, caricature for Lewis was an important means of expressing emotion and establishing narrative in 

his art. He admired the eighteenth century English satirical artists Thomas Gilray and William Hogarth and 

caricature and satirical art remained an important inspiration for him throughout his career. 

 

 

Beyond Action and Reaction: centring on The Crowd 

 

During Wyndham Lewis’ travels to Paris and other European cities in the 1900s he encountered new 

modernist art styles, such as the ‘primitivism’ of Henri Matisse and Andre Derrain and the early Cubism of 

Pablo Picasso. He was determined to incorporate and adapt them into his own artistic, satirical and 

philosophical perspectives. His restless experimentation culminated in the dazzling, semi-abstraction of 

Vorticism and placed Lewis as the leader of Britain’s new avant-garde. 

 

Vorticism arose out of the Rebel Art Centre, Lewis’ breakaway organisation that he formed in March 1914, 

after his argument with Roger Fry at the Omega Workshops in October 1913. 

 

At Vorticism’s heart were Lewis and his close friend the poet Ezra Pound, the intellectual core. But also 

involved were the painters Edward Wadsworth, Helen Saunders, William Roberts, Jessica Dismorr, the 

sculptor Henri Gaudier Brzeska and the poet and philosopher T E Hulme. 

 

The philosophy and art that the Vorticists took its cue from was Italian Futurism. This was an iconoclastic 

movement formed in 1909 in Milan and was headed by the bombastic poet Filippo Marinetti. Marinetti 

believed mechanisation, technology and violent upheaval could transform society and liberate humanity 

from the moribund ideas and sensibilities of the past. 

 

He even called for all museums to be destroyed. 

 

The art of Marinetti’s followers, Umberto Boccioni, Giacomo Balla and Gino Severini adapted the 

fragmented forms of Cubism to create a dynamic vision of speeding trains, aeroplanes and racing cars.  

Lewis and the Vorticists were initially enthralled by this new vision of society and art, but came to consider 

Futurist vision as essentially romantic in attitude. Yet, in the formal qualities of Futurist art, its fragmented 

forms and lines of force, Lewis especially, saw the possibilities of a new form of expression and a new form 

of consciousness. He later said of Vorticism that it was manufacturing ‘fresh eyes for people, and fresh 

souls to go with their eyes’. 

 

One of the most emphatic expressions of Vorticist art was Lewis’ painting The Crowd. Painted in 1915 it was 

exhibited at the second London Group Exhibition at the London’s Dore Galleries in March of that year. 

 

Like Futurist art, the theme of The Crowd is the modern built environment and it shows a grid-like pattern 

of a modern cityscape through which passes an amorphous, asymmetrical mass – the crowd. The painting 

has often been allied with Lewis’ written account of the London crowds which formed in anticipation of 

Britain’s declaration of war in 1914. In the ‘Crowd Master’ Lewis told of how individuals were subsumed 

into the will of the crowds, which milled herd-like back and forth having assumed their own character and 

personality.  

 

However, I think the painting’s alternative title, Revolution, may offer a different reading of the painting. 

Discernible within Lewis’ crowd are banners and flags, suggesting rather than a ‘war crowd’ it is instead 

representative of a revolutionary uprising.   

 

In this, Lewis acknowledges that mass movements, demonstrations and revolutions are a symptom of 

urbanisation, mass production, industry and the modern society. Therefore, we as humans can mobilise 
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and react against the conditions of the modern environment but we cannot liberate ourselves because the 

form we take, the crowd, is just an aspect of it. 

 

 

The Art of Modern War: centring on A Battery Shelled  

 

When the First World War broke out in August 1914, Wyndham Lewis did not immediately enlist like so 

many British young men of his age. He was far more concerned with pursuing his artistic career, releasing a 

second edition of the Vorticist journal BLAST and completing and publishing his debut novel, Tarr. 

 
His enlistment was further delayed by a recurrent venereal infection, but he eventually joined the Royal 

Garrison Artillery in March 1916. Gaining a commission as a Second Lieutenant, Lewis fought on the 

Western Front, experiencing the Battle of Messines and the Battle of Passchendaele.  

Unsurprisingly, opportunities to make art were limited. This changed in December 1917 when he was 

seconded as an official war artist by the Canadian government. Britain and Canada had begun 

commissioning official war artists in 1916 and Lewis soon after his appointment with the Canadians was 

employed by British, under the British War Memorials Committee. The result was two large-scale memorial 

canvases, one for the Canadians and one for the British. 

Alongside these official commissions, Lewis began a series of privately-produced drawings to serve as a 

visual memoir of his time on the Western Front. These later formed the basis of his exhibition, Guns, at 

London’s Goupil Gallery in February 1919. 

 

For these drawings Lewis forwent the abstraction of Vorticism and employed instead a new mannered 

figuration. Human subjects were sinuous and muscular, recalling the art of the Expressionists or the 

Renaissance master, Luca Signorelli. In justification Lewis insisted: ‘Experimentation is waived. I have tried 

to do with the pencil and brush what story tellers like Chekov and Stendahl did with their books’. In his 

mind a meaningful and original expression of the war was impossible while it still progressed, or as he put 

it: ‘Truth has no place in action’. Even so, Lewis’ war drawings capture the tragic absurdity of the human 

condition in wartime. His artillerymen reduced by war and military discipline to robotic, intuitive semi-

humans. 

 

The themes of these war drawing were crystallised in an epic canvas, A Battery Shelled, his commissioned 

painting for the British War Memorials Committee.   

Completed in 1919 after Lewis had suffered bouts of influenza and pneumonia, A Battery Shelled showed 

the German shelling of a British artillery battery. The painting distilled Lewis’ thoughts on the effect of 

modern warfare. His gunners appear dehumanised and insect-like, scuttling for cover, governed by 

primitive instincts for survival. To Lewis the battlefields of Passchendaele, Ypres and Vimy were almost 

beyond comprehension, like a series of ‘deliberately invented scenes’. This sense of surreal spectacle is 

articulated in the painting by the three foreground artillerymen. Their more naturalistic appearance 

heightens their detachment and apparent disbelief - or indifference – to the chaos before them. 

A Battery Shelled was shown in public for the first time at the Royal Academy in 1919, but provoked 

hostility in the press and in Parliament. Deemed inappropriate as a memorial painting it was loaned long-

term to the Tate Gallery by its new owners, the Imperial War Museum. 
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The Enemy: centring on the portrait TS Eliot 

 

After the First World War, Wyndham Lewis developed a new facet to his art – portraiture. 

This arose partly out of economic necessity, for Lewis suffered poverty in the First World War and 

portraiture offered a means of attracting potential new patrons. 

 

That said, Lewis never attempted to flatter his sitters.   

 

He once said that: ‘Ossature (the skeleton) is my favourite part of an animal organism, not its intestines’. 

 

His portraits tended, accordingly, to be dispassionate studies of his sitters’ external physical characteristics. 

This was enhanced by his cubist approach, which gave his subjects a geometric, angular appearance. 

Lewis’ perhaps most accomplished portraits were created in the late 1930s, in which he combined cubist 

aesthetics with the rich texture and colour of the late-Renaissance Italian portraitists, Bronzino and 

Pontormo. 

 

Several of Lewis’ sitters from this period were writer friends, including the poets Ezra Pound and Stephen 

Spender and the novelist Naomi Mitchison. However, his finest portrait was of his close friend, TS Eliot. 

The portrait today is acknowledged as one of the greatest of the twentieth century. It shows the ascetic, 

be-suited Eliot formally, rather stiffly, posed. Yet, his gaze has drifted to left, as if distracted by private 

thoughts. These are suggested in the scrolling abstract forms situated either side of the poet. 

 

Despite its virtuosity it was Lewis’ most controversial painting owing to its rejection by the Royal Academy 

in 1938. Lewis’ submission of the portrait was a surprise in itself. He had always disdained the institution, 

considering it hackneyed and commercially driven.   

 

Nevertheless, he described the portrait’s submission as a ‘test case’, a move perhaps intended to ‘test’ the 

artistic climate of 1930s Britain. So when the portrait was duly rejected Lewis’ worse suspicions were 

confirmed.   

 

The rejection, however, caused a press furore, stoked by Lewis’ friend Augustus John’s protest resignation 

from the Royal Academy.   

 

Even Winston Churchill weighed-in in support of the Academy, stating: ‘the function of […] the Royal 

Academy is to hold a middle course between tradition and innovation … it is not the function of the Royal 

Academy to run wildly after novelty’ 

 

The controversy gave Lewis a brief period in the limelight, restoring his reputation as an artistic rebel. 

However, the portrait’s subsequent rejection by the Tate Gallery undoubtedly was a factor in Lewis’ 

decision to depart Britain for his native Canada in 1939.  

 

 

Infernos: centring on Inferno 

 

During the interwar period, Wyndham Lewis’ portraiture was the most public expression of his art until the 

late 1930s. Yet despite focussing on his writing during this period, Lewis continued to experiment with his 

art in private. 

 

In the process of which he evolved a curious figurative style that incorporated Cubist and Surrealist 

influences with traditional Egyptian and Chinese art. This strange fusion of western and non-western styles 

Lewis described as a ‘new primitive world art’. 
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With this new personal style Lewis conjured mysterious realms that seemed to occupy a void between the 

worlds of the physical and the imagination. 

 

The full extent of Lewis’ idiosyncratic vision was only revealed in 1937 when he staged a solo exhibition at 

the Leicester Galleries in London’s West End. The paintings exhibited where diverse in their subject matter: 

some made reference to his own health problems whereas others offered strange re-interpretations of 

historical events. 

 

Images of the Spanish Armada, of European settlement in North America, the subjugation of the Peruvian 

Incas and Spain’s medieval monarchical succession, all seemed to echo Lewis’ own uncertain times -  an era 

of totalitarianism, of political extremes, of Fascism and Communism and of territorial expansion in Europe 

and Africa and Asia. 

 

Yet, one painting stood out from the others by the sheer horror of its pessimism. Only just completed 

Inferno was exhibited with its paint still wet.   

 

Its image of damned souls in Hell was reminiscent of the Renaissance master Luca Signorelli’s The Damned 

Cast into Hell, a painting Lewis always admired. Although in Lewis’ painting the damned seemed to topple 

into the inferno of their own accord. Or to put it another way, it was a vision of humanity literally ‘Hell-

bent’ on its own destruction. 

 

In the exhibition catalogue, Lewis described the painting as ‘[a] world of shapes locked in eternal conflict … 

super-imposed upon a world of shapes, prone in the relaxations of an uneasy sensuality which is also 

eternal.’ 

 

It was a description of a painting that betrayed Lewis’ worst fears for humanity as international tensions 

heightened over the provocative actions of Adolf Hitler and his allies, Fascist Italy and Imperial Japan.   

 

Having experienced the horrors of the First World War, Lewis had always dreaded another war of similar 

magnitude. Yet a mere two years after he completed Inferno the world was once again plunged into a 

terrible conflict.  

 

 

Self Condemned: centring on A Canadian War Factory 

 

On 2 September 1939, the day before Britain declared war on Germany, Wyndham Lewis and his wife 

Froanna boarded the liner Empress of Britain bound for Canada. Lewis had never relinquished his Canadian 

nationality and hoped to begin afresh in his native country, while avoiding the now inevitable Second World 

War.   

 

The 1940s, however, were the bleakest period in Lewis’ life. Although he avoided a direct involvement in 

the Second World War, both his and Froanna’s lives were blighted by poverty. Lewis was only able to 

secure sporadic portrait commissions and lecturing work. In Britain Lewis might have been notorious, but in 

America and Canada he was simply unheard of. 

 

However, in 1943 Lewis was cast a lifeline by the War Artists Advisory Committee, Britain’s official war art 

scheme in the Second World War. 

 

Despite a personal dislike of its chair, Kenneth Clark, Lewis accepted the Committee’s offer of a commission 

to portray the Canadian industrial effort and spent six weeks sketching in the smoke filled darkness of the 

Anaconda Brass Works near Toronto. This, a task made more difficult by Lewis’ now failing eyesight.  
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The resulting canvas, A Canadian War Factory, proved to be Lewis’ last major painting and was the best 

work to arise from his transatlantic sojourn. However, plagued by doubt and indecision, Lewis made two 

changes in approach while painting it, and then refused to relinquish it despite having been paid an up-

front fee. His reluctance to part with the painting continued after his return to Britain in 1945, and it was 

only received by the Tate Gallery following his death in 1957. 


