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Introduction Vulgar Refinement
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Exhibited as part of the New English Art Club’s (NEAC) third annual exhibition held at Egyptian Hall in London’s Piccadilly Circus in April 1888, twenty-seven-year-old Walter Sickert’s painting Gatti’s Hungerford Palace of Varieties. Second Turn of Katie Lawrence, depicting the popular music hall performer on stage, caused something of a stir. The NEAC had been formed two years earlier by a group of artists interested in challenging the artistic dominance – and conservativism – of the Royal Academy of Art. Made up of largely younger artists who had either trained in Paris or were otherwise interested in French avant-garde techniques, art historian Kenneth McConkey characterises the club’s first half-dozen exhibitions as ‘the battleground for new ideas’.1 The critical reception to its early exhibitions was unsurprisingly mixed. While paintings with obvious traditional leanings, such as landscapes or portraits in a realistic style, were often praised, those veering too far away from tradition were treated less favourably. The Pall Mall Gazette’s report on the 1888 exhibition offers a good example of this (Figure 0.1). Describing the overall exhibition as ‘an attractive one’, Sickert and his painting of Lawrence are singled out:


There are also the independent, and often eccentric, efforts of young men who, seeking to strike out a new line and throw off the trammels of tradition – and, some would add, of respect, deliberately break out into the unexpected and astonishing. Thus the grotesqueness of Mr. Walter Sickert’s scene in Gatti’s music hall, ‘Second Turn of Miss Katie Lawrence’, gives the spectator such a shock at entering that he will in all probability not see, much less appreciate, the excellent tone of the harmonious colouring. But Mr. Sickert is evidently such a democratic student of manners that he can see no vulgarity in the people’s recreation.2




[image: Walter Sickert’s painting shows performer Katie Lawrence in a light-yellow dress performing on stage. Audience members can be seen in the darkened auditorium. Behind her on stage one can see an archway with red and blue decorative details and painted friezes of what appears to be dancing ladies. The painting has been created in an intentionally crude style, meaning that precise details– including Lawrence’s face and expressions – are not clear to viewers.]
FIGURE 0.1 Walter Richard Sickert (1860–1942), Gatti’s Hungerford Palace of Varieties. Second Turn of Katie Lawrence (1888), oil on canvas, 38.7 × 47 cm. Yale University Art Gallery, SJArt/Alamy Stock Photo.
The critic for the popular tabloid newspaper John Bull was so incensed by Sickert’s painting that he refused to name the artist or give the painting’s title, offering instead the following blunt description:


We do not propose to notice all the monstrosities which are unfortunately intermingled with good work here. But we must just point out [the] pre-eminently bad. One is number 5, an impudent-looking wooden doll, about four feet high, dressed in primrose, and singing to a row of life-sized heads which serve as trimming to the lower edge of the frame… . Here again is French affectation.3



The critic was not wrong about the ‘affectation’: Sickert had only recently returned from France where he had become reacquainted with French painter Edgar Degas, who would have a profound impact on the artist’s subject matter and style.4 But it was not just the painting’s French influence that troubled the critics. He had also chosen inappropriate subject matter – one of the lowest cultural forms, the music hall. The compositional viewpoint was also wrong: rather than making Lawrence the clear focal point, she was somewhat upstaged by the to-scale human heads of audience members along the painting’s bottom quarter, positioning the viewer of the painting as an attendee at Gatti’s, watching the performance from the orchestra level. This bi-focal compositional approach was not only untraditional but also confusing for the uninitiated. It was regarded as the painter’s job to provide viewers with a focus, to render scenes from appropriate sources in a faithful or better than real-life form, and to make meanings clear through the composition of bodies, objects, and space on the canvas. None of those tasks had been fulfilled by Sickert here. Lawrence’s gender is also likely to have been an unspoken concern for these critics. As theatre historian Tracy Davis has noted, because female performers in the Victorian and Edwardian period occupied male-dominated theatre spaces, they were inevitably viewed as sexual commodities.5 This was even more pronounced for actresses and dancers of less respectable theatre spaces like music halls. Thus, the picture of Lawrence is problematic on many levels.6,7

Popular entertainments in the nineteenth century had a strained relationship with the upper-middle and educated classes, particularly – but certainly not exclusively – in rigidly socially stratified Victorian Britain. This was especially true of music halls, which would evolve from simple tavern sing-a-longs accommodating what is now believed to be a mixed, but probably working-class heavy, clientele in the early nineteenth century to a national variety entertainment industry involving purpose-built theatres and thousands of professional entertainers by the century’s end.8 As leisure theatres that operated in equal measure as social spaces, watering holes, and good-time entertainment venues, they were easy targets for moralist and elitist scorn. Music halls were, so the arguments went, vulgar, sinful palaces of low, illegitimate culture. Concerns about what constituted legitimate culture and its preservation were shared across the nineteenth century. Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, first published in 1869, is a well-known example of these debates. In the essays that make up his book, Arnold draws attention to the need for preserving culture of quality (high culture) in the face of an increasing number of cultural objects designed for general mass consumption. Famously, Arnold believed that it was the responsibility of ‘the great men of culture’ ‘for diffusing, for making prevail, for carrying from one end of society to the other, the best knowledge, the best ideas of their time’.9 He lamented the prospect of literatures or arts being cultivated to inform or educate mass audiences, not necessarily as a consequence of a prejudice he held against lower-class people, but because ‘good’ culture, he believed, was universally relevant. Its value was inherent, and it was the responsibility of those with the capacity to discern and understand high culture to disseminate it amongst the public.

One breed of Arnold’s knowledgeable cultural propagandist was the critic, of which we have just seen two examples in relation to Sickert’s painting of Lawrence. In his account of the rise of the professional critic in Victorian Britain, Barry Faulk draws attention to the way that music halls became one of the sites of the debate over what constituted legitimate culture.10 ‘Respectable’ theatre critic William Archer, for instance, believed music hall to be an inferior, superficial spectacle and was astounded when it began to receive serious critical attention in the mainstream press. Writing in 1895, he would note:


At the music hall we can be both vulgar and refined at the same moment. We can enjoy what is low and despicable with an added zest of condescension… . Personally, I have no more objection to it than to any other of the lower human instincts – only I fail to see that it constitutes either a moral virtue or an intellectual distinction.11



Archer’s emphasis on ‘moral virtue’ and ‘intellectual distinction’ is typical. As was common at the time, and bearing some influence from Arnold, the critic regarded their task as drawing out of art the lesson, moral or relatable human value. What could one possibly learn from the vulgar dancers, singers, and comedians of the music hall, Archer sincerely wondered? The Pall Mall’s art reporter, quoted earlier, who decried Sickert’s depiction of ‘the people’s recreation’, clearly shared these views. Critic and poet Arthur Symons, however, strongly disagreed. As a habitual music hall attendee, critic, and self-proclaimed ‘aficionado’ of the form, Symons championed the halls in the newspapers and defended their value.12 In a letter written to the editor of The Star newspaper in October 1891, Symons cleverly recycles the language of the hall’s critics into new, positive terms, describing a performance by Lawrence as ‘the most perfect artistic vulgarity – a true artist, a child of nature’.13 For Symons and other progressive critics, there was genuine artistry (even if sometimes a wild artistry) involved in music hall performances. That artistry and the satisfaction one derived from it was directly linked to its vulgarity – for example, its raunchy humour, its colour and sparkle, and its excesses. For Symons, this was not a pleasure derived from one’s feeling of superiority to the act or the performer, as Archer believed, but a genuine appreciation of the skill involved in winning over an audience and the generation of a ‘vulgar’ aesthetic.

By the time Archer, Symons, and others were debating the inherent cultural value of music hall, and Sickert was painting its performers, it had passed through its marginal adolescence and was maturing into a commercial mass culture form.14 Various acts of legislation15 had been passed to help tame and make it acceptable as it commercially expanded, but still public perception about its decency was hard to shift.16 Evidence of this can be found in the critical reception to Sickert’s paintings. Undeterred, and likely mobilised by the controversy, Sickert continued to paint music hall performers, the significant majority of them female.17 Other artists followed suit and it was soon not uncommon to see entertainment of various kinds, including circus, side shows, and popular actors and actresses appearing in British art – a trend that continued into the twentieth century.18 And while popular performance forms became acceptable resources and subjects for ‘legitimate’ fine arts practices like painting, their own status – as low, vulgar, and primarily commercial in intent – did not improve, even if through their industrial expansion and taming, they became more acceptable as entertainment in the public eye. These imbalances – of symbolic cultural hierarchies that position one artform as more prestigious and valuable than another, and of social and economic systems that consistently held women, non-white, and lower-class individuals and their cultural preferences in inferior positions – have produced staggering gaps in our understanding about what and who artists were capturing in this period. While there is no shortage of scholarly publications and archival holdings on artists who painted popular acts, the same cannot be said of the subjects. Indeed, in many cases, an artist’s rendering of a popular performer or act may be one of only a few pieces of evidence available to prove they ever existed.

When Sickert’s painting of her was exhibited to the public, Lawrence (Figure 0.2) was a well-known and highly sought-after performer who worked in music halls and pantomime. Such was her fame that her name appears alongside Marie Lloyd, Jenny Hill, Minnie Cunningham, Lottie Collins, and around a dozen other high-profile female performers mentioned in Charles Douglas Stuart and A.J. Park’s The Variety Stage (1895), the first major history of music hall to be published.19 She had several musical successes during her career, but the most notable was with ‘Daisy Bell’ (‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do’) a song which continues to enjoy some recognition today. In 1886, when the NEAC was created, her fame would have considerably exceeded Sickert’s. In a review appearing in The Era of her performance at Collin’s Music Hall in London, Lawrence is described as ‘so well known that it is almost needless to enlarge upon her claims to public admiration… . [She] is always a most genuine attraction’.20 As a sought-after performer, Lawrence was a high earner and her wealth enabled her to purchase a lavish home on London’s prestigious Regent’s Park Road.21 But time, two challenging marriages, and constantly evolving public tastes would see Lawrence’s popularity diminish in the early years of the twentieth century. By 1910, with her former wealth depleted, Lawrence had relocated to Birmingham and was performing in small picture houses.22 She died in poverty on 22 October 1913, following a short illness.23


[image: This is a card advertising Ogden’s Cigarettes, which is indicated by the brand’s name appearing the bottom of the card. The card contains an image of Lawrence wearing a large feather bonnet and a black and white dress.]
FIGURE 0.2 Katie Lawrence cigarette card (c. 1880s). Author’s private collection.
Just weeks after Lawrence’s death, Sickert, alongside Jacob Epstein, Wyndham Lewis, David Bomberg, Spencer Gore, and several other notable modernists, would form the London Group,24 an artist-run society that shared the founding goals of the NEAC. Unfortunately, in the eyes of Sickert and his colleagues, the NEAC which had been created to champion new artistic techniques and styles had become ‘conservative and in its own way academic’ and rather than reforming the organisation, it was decided to start again.25 By this time, Sickert was a well-established figure in the art world, a position he would maintain until his death in 1942. Although his financial circumstances towards the end of his life were, like Lawrence’s, precarious, his notoriety combined with the support of well-connected friends, saw him awarded a prestigious Civil List Pension, which was offered by the British government to individuals with either royal connections or who had performed significant services to the public.26 Since his death, there have been approximately 70 major international exhibitions featuring his work and well over 200 studies published about him which have been able to draw on the three major archives of his work held in the Islington Local History Centre and Tate Britain in London and the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.27 His popularity as a leading British modernist has been very firmly established and maintained in an absolutely Arnoldian fashion. Unlike Sickert, there’s no archive of Lawrence’s work available to study in order to better understand her life, career, or the impact she might have made on audiences. Rather, as is often the case with popular entertainers of the past, anyone seeking to know more about her must work through myriad sources of information, including newspaper archives, sheet music collections, and reviews. This is one of the consequences of the cultural hierarchies I outlined earlier. Historically regarded as inferior, efforts to save and preserve the culture of non-elite people have, until recently, largely been avoided.


Exchanges, Reparations, Recovery

I have written this book in order to do three things. Firstly, as the story of Lawrence and Sickert indicates, despite critical and cultural prejudice against perceived ‘low’ forms of culture, it was often used by makers of ‘high art’ as content or subject.28 In this book, I will take a closer look at some specific instances where this borrowing from the popular occurs in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century order to consider what these exchanges might mean. Was it, for instance, an intentionally political decision by artists to ignore the dominant voice of the critics who deemed music halls and other forms of popular entertainment (and the wider popular culture) inappropriate subjects for artistic representation? Perhaps the critics, in seeking to both define and sanction aesthetic appropriateness, gave young modernists further cause to rebel and challenge ‘acceptable’ conventions of taste and beauty. As I will demonstrate throughout this book, the reasons are not altogether clear or uniform across the artists examined, but in each instance, the decision to turn to popular performance modes is deliberate. The image of the popular performer is being consciously mobilised in order to do/say something to the viewer.

The second thing this book sets out to do is recover the biographies of the popular subjects who are featured in notable works of art during this period that time has erased. I find it troubling that in some cases, high-profile artists from the past gained notoriety through the depiction of people who, because of their profession and social standing, were regarded as shocking subject matter. And even where the ‘shock value’ is not at play, this unevenness continues to play out in galleries around the world when the displayed artist and their technique are celebrated while limited (if any) reference to the individual or scene depicted in their work appears on the label next to the work of art. I acknowledge that galleries are designed not as contextual but as display spaces, and there’s usually no room for this level of detail,29 but the imbalance bothers me, particularly when those being depicted were also historically disadvantaged due to their class, gender, or race. So, part of this book is unapologetically biographical and historically reparative. I want to not only introduce readers to several notable examples of artworks based on popular subjects but also contextualise those as thoroughly as I can by drawing on the available and frequently disparate sources of information, most often press accounts, advertisements, reviews, and sheet music. In Chapters 4 and 5, where I look at cases in which the subjects’ personal narratives were either tightly controlled by (white) others or are not known, I have necessarily had to take some liberties as a historian by drawing on information appearing in the press or other performers in similar fields whose words have been documented in order to construct my account. At other times, such as in Chapter 3, where I consider the circus paintings of the artist Thérèse Lessore, the unevenness in prestige between the artist and her subjects is far less clear than in other chapters. A member of and frequent exhibitor with the London Group, Lessore’s work has typically been overlooked because of her relationship with Sickert (she was his third wife). Rather than being treated as a modern artist of distinction, most historians have relegated her to a footnote in Sickert’s life. Consequently, Chapter 3 offers intersecting biographies of Lessore and one of the circuses she is known to have painted, John Swallow’s Circus at the Royal Agricultural Hall in London.

The third and final aim of this book is to offer expanded insights into thinking about modernism that positions the artist and the popular entertainer on shared cultural and economic ground. The same ‘break’ with artistic tradition that artists increasingly sought from the late eighteenth century onwards came at the same time in which the historical markets for art were significantly changing. Among the changes brought in over the course of the Industrial Revolution was a new and powerful middle class, a large working class, and a weakening of the historical aristocracy. It was this last social category that had historically patronised artists. Without them, artists – like other labourers – had to find a market for the art/‘products’ they made. While artists may have benefitted from being producers of work that held higher cultural prestige than entertainers, the art historian Ernst Gombrich notes how the middle class regarded artists suspiciously since they demanded money for ‘something that could hardly be called honest work’.30 Gaining the public’s attention and, crucially, their business was a complex affair that involved exhibiting work, agents, and press. Shocking visitors at an exhibition with a painting of an ‘inappropriate’ subject, as Sickert had done, it turns out, was good for business as it meant attracting the attention of the press. And so, we find that artists and entertainers shared in this period a common goal: to find a market for and earn income from their art, often through the strategic use of the mass media available at the time. Where issues of cultural prestige are at stake, as they are here, it is important to acknowledge that both fine art and popular entertainment became industries in the modern sense in the nineteenth century; and, as industries under capitalism, they ultimately shared in the goal of making money. It was the entertainer’s misfortune, perhaps, that what they sold was intangible and experiential, making it more challenging for future historians to study and understand what it was that made them attractive to the public. The artists I have selected to include in this book seemed to be acutely aware of the significance of popular entertainment both as forms of commercially available pleasure for the new industrial classes and as part of the wider, modern popular culture at the time. It was not uncommon for artists and entertainers to share the same social circles; to exchange services, such as attending performances or sitting for a painting; and to become friends (as Sickert and Lawrence had done). The symbolic, Arnoldian high-low cultural divide between the two unhelpfully and artificially imposes boundaries that in reality were much more porous.

In what follows, I intend to explore this porousness while also attempting to even out the historical record. I am not the first historian to look at popular culture in art during this period, and in the next chapter, I provide an overview of some of this important work in order to contextualise the chapters that follow. In Chapter 2, I return to the work of Sickert and his paintings of music hall performer Minnie Cunningham who, like Lawrence discussed earlier, enjoyed considerable fame in the nineteenth century. Through my discussion of Cunningham, I develop and extend some of the points I raised earlier about Lawrence regarding gender and how this played out in and outside of performance. In Chapter 3, as noted earlier, I perform something of a double resurrection by looking at the artistic practice of Thérèse Lessore and the circus proprietor John Swallow. Swallow, also known as Broncho Bill, came from a well-known circus family and had his own professional touring circus in Britain in the early decades of the twentieth century. It was this circus that enjoyed an annual residency in Islington’s Royal Agricultural Hall over the Christmas period from 1920 to 1930, the year Swallow sold his circus, although he remained circus director in Islington until 1938. Both Lessore and Sickert enjoyed attending popular entertainments – including music halls and circuses – and would frequently sketch what they saw. Lessore’s studies of Swallow’s Circus give us a valuable visual record of what certain aspects of that circus involved, as well as demonstrating Lessore’s own ambition by taking on a subject that had been almost exclusively treated by male artists. In doing so, I argue, Lessore appears to insert herself into a particular modernist lineage; a lineage that was (and to a very large extent remains) canonised in a gendered, masculine way.

In Chapter 4, I introduce William Goscombe John’s bronze sculpture Bokane – created in 1905 to commemorate a British tour by six Mbuti people from the Ituri Rainforest in what is known today as the Democratic Republic of Congo. Billed as ‘Harrison’s African Pygmies’, the tour was organised by big-game hunter Colonel James Harrison who had ‘discovered’ them while on an expedition in the forest. Having apparently given their consent to be brought to Britain, the four men and two women appeared on stages singing their native songs and performing dances in front of a forest backdrop for nearly three years before returning to the Congo. Their tour was widely covered in the British press and there was a great deal of public interest in the group. The chapter draws on John’s Bokane and evidence available from the Mbuti’s tour to consider the human exhibit as entertainment and to representations of race in British art in this period. For, despite the fact there were many notable Black performers popular at this time,31 very few ever became the dominant subject of a British artwork.

Whereas Chapters 2, 3, and 4 focus on real-life performers who have been the subject of a work of art, Chapter 5 discusses the uses of anonymous popular figures in art through a consideration of two paintings by Glyn Philpot: Resting Acrobats (1924) and Acrobats Waiting to Rehearse (1935). In this chapter, I introduce the concept of (un)popular art, which occurs when popular iconography is used by an artist to produce visual effects that fall outside the popular register. In Philpot’s case, I argue that his exhausted, waiting, and sexually alluring acrobats are used as surrogates for the artist’s expression and exploration of his homosexuality in a period in which being a homosexual was a criminal offence. This chapter is followed by the conclusion, which gives consideration to the impact popular entertainment had on modern arts practices and to its wider legacies.

I would like to end this chapter with a polite disclaimer. As a theatre historian, one of my goals in writing this book has been to better understand the appeal certain forms of entertainment had on audiences, including the artists who chose to paint them. As such, the book is not intended to be a revisionist art history text of a well-worn period in modern history, although I certainly hope it contributes to ongoing debates around the value and uses of popular culture, including forms of entertainment, in and outside of this period. Rather, it might be more helpfully thought of as a collection of case studies written primarily from the position of popular entertainment studies with the goal of demonstrating the cultural impact of the work of now long-forgotten people and performers. I construct my accounts with the recognition that the artworks and performers I discuss are only a few of the many from this period that I could have written about. My decisions around who and what to include have been guided by an interest in individuals who lacked power in Britain due to their gender, race, or sexuality; and how, even in spite of the challenges they faced, they professionally and personally prospered.

It may well seem odd, then, that I begin this study with a chapter on the work of Walter Sickert, a figure who, as noted, has been regarded as a modern art pioneer in Britain and whose work has been the subject of extensive study and preservation. Sickert certainly would not have known in any lived sense the oppression that the women he chose to paint or married would have experienced; and his decision to paint music hall women (among others) unquestionably reeks of sensationalism and exploitation, for reasons that will become clearer in Chapter 2. But his decision to paint Katie Lawrence, Minnie Cunningham, and others was based on a genuine interest and appreciation for their work, just as his championing of his colleague and, later wife, Thérèse Lessore’s artistic ‘genius’32 was earnest, as we will explore further Chapter 3. Whether alert to doing so or not, Sickert appears to have been using his privilege as a middle-class white man and his reputation as a successful artist in order to elevate others, including those mentioned, into the view of those in more powerful positions socially, culturally, and politically. And while the reaction may not have always been favourable (as Lawrence’s case aptly demonstrates), Sickert’s paintings of music hall and other lower-class women provided material and aesthetic evidence of a demographic of people whose existence and growing power could not be denied. I am not proposing that his work did (or does) any more than this, but for our purposes here, that’s enough. Sickert’s work is both historically and politically important for this study in that it marks the start of a trend in British art which would see artists begin to treat forms of entertainment and mass leisure as serious subjects for the creation of art; and because some of the subjects Sickert chose to paint were often regarded as controversial due to their gender or class. Sickert, therefore, is a good place to begin as through his work, I will be able to develop many of the historical principles and political themes that are explored throughout the rest of the book.


Notes


	Kenneth McConkey, British Impressionism (Oxford: Phaidon, 1989), p. 51.

	‘New English Art Club’, Pall Mall Gazette, 11 April 1888, p. 5.

	‘New English Art Club’, John Bull, 14 April 1888, p. 10.

	Wendy Baron, Sickert: Paintings and Drawings (London: Yale University Press, 2006), p. 10.

	Tracy C. Davis, Actresses as Working Women: Their Social Identity in Victorian Culture (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 142.

	It is worth noting that the depiction of working-class women was common in late nineteenth-century art. Richard Kendall in 1989 has noted that because the ‘Woman issue’ (suffrage) was increasingly debated, many artists sought to devote ‘at least part of their energies to the depiction of women at all levels of the social system’ (p. 6). Edgar Degas’s paintings of working-class women are particularly notable. Sickert admired Degas’s work and they became close personal friends. The ‘French’ influence on Sickert’s work in this regard is undeniable. See: Richard Kendall, Degas: Images of Women (Liverpool: Tate Gallery, 1989).

	We may never know just how badly composed the 1888 painting of Lawrence was, as it was either destroyed by Sickert or lost. See: Baron, p. 329.

	There are many useful accounts of music hall’s development available. Those I have drawn on for this study include (chronologically): Charles Douglas Stuart and A.J. Park, The Variety Stage: A History of the Music Halls from the Earliest to the Present Time (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1895); Archibald Haddon, The Story of Music Hall (London: Fleetway Press, Ltd., 1935); M. Willson Disher, Winkles and Champagne (Bath: Cedric Chivers, 1938); Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson, British Music Hall (London: Studio Vista, 1965); Peter Honri, Working the Halls (Farnborough: Hampshire, 1973); D.F. Cheshire, Music Hall in Britain (Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1974); Roy Busby, British Music Hall: An Illustrated Who’s Who from 1850 to the Present Day (London: Paul Elek, 1976); Peter Bailey, Music Hall: The Business of Pleasure (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1986); J.S. Bratton, Music Hall: Performance and Style
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