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Between 1896 and 1902, Philip Wilson Steer painted a series
of nudes vhich may be divided into two distinct stylistic groups.
anmisdnmimwmw“muwor
mythological titles in the tradition of the eightesnth-century French
Rococo, vhile the second group is typified by smoother brushwork,
generic titles, and a more "avant-garde" style of depiction. Steer
exhibited four of these nudes at the New English Art Club (NEAC)
during the time frame under consideration. In 1896 he showed A Nude,
later known as Nude Seated on 3 Bed, which belongs to the first
stylistic group. Steer exhibited Slegp in 1898, and in 1901 he showed
Ihe Mirror, both of vhich fall into the sscond stylistic category.
In 1902, Steer submitted A Nude, later known as Mpod Nvmph, and this
M'ma-wuumuumm.vithiu
combination of a simple descriptive title and looser brushwork.

Steer's stylistic diversity has been discussed by twentieth-
mmmummetnmmmm
and a lack of coherent assthetic vision, while his historical
references have been dismissed as anachronistic pastiche. Howswer,
this form of scholarship, based upon an art historical standard of
consistent formal innovation. leaves many unenswered questions.
Hov did these images function? How were they received? What other
theories could eplain an artist painting mudes in two such different



inevitably involves not only a consideration of the particular
deficiencies vwithin Steer scholarship to date, but also a questioning
of the problematic distortions of fact vhich have been generated

by an uncritical acceptance of wodernist ideology. An investigation
vhich locates Steer vithin a specific historical and social context

reveals that his strategy of moderation as well as his interest

and unite these two series of nudes. Thus, not only doss a “new
look®” at the Nsv English nudes solve the problem of style, but
more importantly, this thesis restores an aspect of this British
fin-de-sidcle visual culture in which Stesr participated.
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FIGURE 1.

FIGURE

ANude (Nude Seated on a Bed) (1896)

Philip Wilson Steer
Exhibited NEAC Winter 1896 (68).
Last seen Sotheby's 25 June 1975 (Ist. 15).

Reproduced: Bruce Laughton, Ph Wilson Sti

1860-1942 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971) Plate 112,

Slesp (1898)

Bhibited NEAC Summer 1898 (84).
Tate Gallery.
Reproduced: Laughton, Plate 126.

lip Wilson su-t
Dhibited NEAC Summer 1902 (113).
Last sean Christie's 11 June 1976 (Lot 55).

Meproduced: Laughton, Plate 128.
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wm (c. 1887-1888)
1ip Wilson Steer

Bxhibited NEAC Susmer 1888 (78).
Private Collection.
Reproduced: Laughton, Plate 2S.

A Girl at Her Toilet (c. 1892/93)
Philip Wilson Steer

Birkenhead Art Gallery.
Reproduced: Laughton, Plate 98.

(c. 1894)
Philip Wilson Steer
Peatured in Yellow Pook 1:3 (October 1894).
Location unknown.
Reproduced: Laughton, Plate 103.

The Toilet of Venus (c. 1897/98)
Philip Wilson Steer

Tate Gallery.

Reproduced: Laughton, Plate 120.

(1901)
Philip Steer
Bhibited MEAC Winter 1901 (116).
Blackwell Mmily Collection.

Reproduced: Laughton, 167.

(The _Grove, Exidamocth) (1901)
Philip Wilson Steer

Bhibited NEAC Winter 1901 (116).
Blactovell FPamily Oollection.

Reproduced: Robin Ironside, 0.3
(London: Phaidon, 1943) Plate 63.

The Bathers (1901)
Charles Conder

Ddibited NEAC Winter 1901 (72).
Robert T. Hamlin, Jr.

Reproduced: MM.W
(1969; London: Barrie and . 1988) 169.
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Between 1896 and 1902, Philip Wilson Steer painted a series
of nudes vhich may be divided into two distinct stylistic groups.
mmiimuﬂwmaﬁmmmﬂﬂx
mythological titles in the tradition of the eightesnth-century French
RoCOCO, vhile the sscond group is Eypmﬂbymmm
simpie descriptive titles, and a EOX® =avant-garde” style of depiction.
Mﬂiiﬁitﬂfﬂﬂmmnmmmﬂnmm@@ (NEAC)
during the time frame under consideration. In 1896 he showed his
A Nade, later knows as [ude Seated on 8 Ded (Fig. 1), vhich belangs
to the first stylistic group. Steer ehibited Sleep in 1896, and
in 1901 he showed The Mirror, both of which fall into the second
stylistic category (Figs. 2 and 3). In 1902, Stesr submitted A Nude.,
later kmown as Wood Nywph (Fig. 4), and this "Rubsnesque” exasple
seems tO fall betwesn the two groups. wvith its combination of a simple
descriptive title and looser brustwork.

Stesr's stylistic diversity is discussed by Bruce Laughton in
his 1971 monograph, and he attributes this inconsistency to the
mi:ﬁ‘!_ﬂfﬁlﬂimmml In the most recent
also uses itnnh:t-mmﬁpjmunjm: *Today
artistic vision, or of adherence to a specific assthetic program. *2



and her belief that his Steer m aph constitutes the canonical

reference.

However, this form of scholarship, based upon an art historical
standard of consistent formal innovation, leaves many unanswered
questions. How did these immges function? How were they received?
such different styles during one time frame? Rather than relying
upon the convenient and superficial hypothesis established by
Laughton, a more thorough investigation vhich locates Steer vithin
a specific social and historical context is necessary. This thesis
vill therefore provide a "new look" at the New English nudes of Philip
and viewing context of the NEAC, critical discourses, Steer's
ﬂhtiﬂiptémmé?ﬁﬁmlﬂﬂﬂmp and the
complexity of a revival of eighteenth-century style during this period.
Furthermore, the thesis will explore Steer's apparent interest in
maintaining a strategy of moderation, as well as the manner in vhich
his moderate stance led critics and art historians to exclude Steer



, Phi . Steer 1860-1942 (Cambridge:
Fitzwilliam Museum and Arts Council af mt Britain, 1986): 21.



A study vhich sesks to locate Steer's nudes vithin a specific
historical and social context must consider preconceived notions
regarding the proper standards of decorum and aesthetic conventions
involved in painting the female nude in Britain during the fin-de-
sidcle. Although nudes comprised a significant portion of the exhibits
at the Royal Acadewmy, Grosvenor Gallery, and New Gallery, Stesr chose
to exhibit his work at the New English Art Club. Therefore, an
assessmant of this "anti-acedemic® viewing context in comparison
Steer vas generally discussed as an "impressionist® artist, the

vhich Steer's mxies held for contesporary viewers.

It should be noted that the nude per se vas not problematic
for Victorian viewers, provided that assthetic conventions and
standards of decorum were cbheerved. One of the most popular meens
ﬂfmnﬁﬂﬁmﬁﬂﬁﬂ‘M'ﬂimﬂﬂﬂnth@i-ﬂ
a mythological or historical context. william Etty is often cited

ummyslﬁmﬁmmmmmmpmmmmau
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of his nudes were perceived as "modern® in terms of their "ninetesnth-
century” features vhich originated from studio models.2 In contrast,
mwmmwhgieﬁdmﬁﬂfﬁmaﬁmﬁﬁ
removed from the real and everyday, but the body itself had to be
both generalized and idealized, vhich thus elevated it to the status
of High Culture. Hence Victorian painters of the nmude ventured upon
slippery ground. According to Kate Flint, the persistence of Ruskinian
thinking meant that art vas perceived as a didactic tool to promote
the moral good of society, and the logical reverse of this proposition
meant that art could have an equally negative influence. Purthermore,
the “most obwvious grounds for condemnation of content vas the exposure
of an undesirably suggestive amount of flesh."3

have on female viewers, especially since wvomsn were videly perceived
as the upholders of moral virtus in Victorian society. °“A British
Matron® writing to the Tigps in 1885 desanded to know if *...anyone
[could)] venture to deny that, at an exhibition purporting to be for
general education or entertairment, no picture should find place

brother or lover vithout a burning sense of shame?"4

of Cabanel and Bougueresu in particular, as well as the nudes of
French painters in general.5 In an 1087 article entitled *French
"brilliantly skilful in the delinsation of the nude,” they "indulge{d)



this capability to a really tiresoms excess. . . . More seriously
still . . . these subjects sometimes verge(d] very

usly upon

the indecent.” An example of such i} Yy vas to be found in a

picture called

painted by one of the bast French painters, and

reproduced by one of their best engravers, in vhich a nude
vomen display{ed] the alluressnts of her person to a solitary
hermit in his cell. This picture [vas) conceived in so
gross a spirit, that it would be indecent in any age or
mmﬁiﬁpﬁliemlitymﬁﬁm and
both artists deserve our ssverest reprobation. . . .

The vholesome contrast to wvorks such as thase vas to be found on

Beaver, 'dl‘mmﬂ‘iiﬂhr"s
those unfortunate encugh to overstep the “crucial dividing line
nude, vith its artistic potential.*? This artistic potential seemed
to reside in the notion that realism should not be pushed to excess;
~* beauty, and to minimize or edit any unpleasantness or ugliness.8
As R.A.M. Stevenson noted, the “sight of the luwmn form doss not
offend ocur eyes in any way, provided that it be pressnted in an
artistic spirit and painted in an artistic wy."?

Thus the art critic wes expectad to parform the role of moral
guardian as well as that of artistic and technical judge, and it




made discussion of nude paintings so difficult. *"Any show of dislike
on the writer's part, even if prompted by purely technical
considerations, wvas bound to be taken in by someone else as a

out in his 1887 article, vas "almost equally prurient” as indecency,
particularly if a buyer were "constrained by the mock modesty of

Beaver continued:
of the national mind, a difficult one, vhich has engaged
the serious attention of many worthy psople, and one in
vhich, from a national point of view, ve had better err

on the side of over scrupulousnsss than in excess of license.
Its treatamnt in art is cbjected to altogether by some

of immodesty. But surely, issodesty, vhere it doss exist.

ﬂ#m*mxmmnm-'mia. for
the sscond.ll

Significantly, Besaver's remarks emphasize the shared participation
time period posed difficulties which both parties had to negotiate.
English Art Club in 1896, British critics and audiences at the Royal
Eﬁdﬁiﬂﬂiﬂgﬁhﬁmmﬂ Meproductions of nude works




Almost vithout exception, these works depicted the female form as
either a personification of nature, some form of allegorical figure,
a Biblical character, or the subject of classical mythology.

Leighton and Alma-Tadesa were particularly favoured for their
depictions of lovely fesale bodies safely removed to the realms of
history or myth.l2 Poynter wvas also praised for his attespts to
*fix for the femle form the proportions as those for the male form
vere fixed by the classic Greek sculpture, the Diadumencs.*!3 philip
Hook has argued that Leighton sav his art as a msans to encble British
society through the inculcation of Greek ideals of bsauty, and tihus
reaffirm Britain's supremacy among nations.l4 The canvases of Alm-
Tadema and Poynter, Hook believes, appsaled to the materialist and
patriotic victorian imagination through the association of Gresce
and Rome vith BEngland.15 Certainiy,

part of the appeal of this Classical revival to the

average gallery visitor wvas that it provided a respectabdble

pretext for seeing large expanses of naked femmle flesh,
at all other timss s0 ssdulously denied to him. It would

m&%?;‘m&%&m°

While nude works may indesd have besen consumed as erotica by Victocian
gentlemen, the "Clywpian® artists wvere nevertheless protected from
charges of ispropriety becsuse their work wvas felt to esbody the
Philistine virtuss of valour, sanity, tesperance, as well as emotional
and intellectual control. According to D.S. MacOoll, the "Olyspian
is the Philistine raised to his highsst power."17

Although the nudes of Alma-Tadema, Leighton, and Ponter may
have besn above reproach, Steer did not adopt the visusl conventions

established by these artists, noc did he eshibit at the Royal Acedeny



9

after 1896. Therefore, it sesss plausible that the critical attention

devoted to his nudes of the 1890s and early twentieth century w
partially determined by the New English Art Club context in vhich
they vere exhibited. It should be esphasized that this exhibiting
society, formed largely in reaction to the teaching methods and jury
system of the Royal Academy, vas characterized as “anti-academic”
from the time of its inception in 1886. Alternative names proposed
for the Club included the New English Institute, the English

and provided an indication of the nev group's defiance of the Royal
Academy's attespt to establish a national English school of painting.l9
jod to revitalize and modernize British art with

that the growp
their production.

New English Art Club offered the “complacency and commercialisw”
of the Acadeay.20 The Azt Journal felt the NEAC

sy be considered to Tave basn in great msesure promoted
by the scant justice that has hitherto been shown by the
already existing Art societies to the younger artists,
vho strive by their work to protast ageinst Art traditions
mmm_m.gmmdma
me:ﬂﬁmm_]m

Writing for Science and Art, T.L.M.H. added his note of approval
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of a rival institution a necessary step in self-defense."?2 The

Artist enthused that this "newest of art societies is justifying
its existence in an eminently satisfactory ssmner, and is laying
the foundation of an exceptionally favourable reputation.*23

The Club itself quietly announced in the 1887 edition of the
. Year's Art that the mesmbership consisted of “artists vho felt that
at other exhibitions,” a statemsnt vhich sust have been a cospromise
betwvesn the conservative and the more avant-garde factions of the
Club.24 It seems unlikely that all of the NEAC mesbers would have

expressed gratitude for their rejection in the
The positive response to the NEAC's anti-academic character
“great work® of the Club would have a “decided influence on the future

of art,* vhile the Magazine of Art moted that the “originality,
~alresdy bringing with it public recognition.*28 In addition to
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that the mjority of the exhibitors had “cast off the hide-bound
traditions of the schools, and realise(d] that the chief merit of

a picture [lay] not in its subject, but in some new
line or combination of colour.*28 In 1901, the Pall Mall Gapette
tells no story, and rarely treats even an incident. It is skilled
work, vhich is mainly, not wholly, of the moment in its method.*29

It is clear that this videspread approval of the NEAC's “un-
Academic® work vas directly related to the growing belief among the
"Nev Critics* and NEAC sy irs such as George Moore and W.J. Laidlay
that the Acadesy could no longer be considered a completely viable
(1893), a reworked version of previous articles for the Speaker,
Moore commanted that it was a "matter of common knowledge® that
“nearly all artists dislike and despise the Royal Academy.” However,
position sessmd "impe 2", having "successfully resisted a Royal
the Timss. . . .~

W.J. Laidlay launched his own attack in 1898 with the publication
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spirit®. Laidlay also disagreed with the Academy's practice of
discouraging landscape and felt that the restrictions placed on foreign
art diminished the educational value and interest of the exhibitions.3l
for its stance against the Academy, its association vith "modern
French . . . training and ambition” vas viewed with suspicion.32

The Portfolio commented that the NEAC contained a “"Parisien clique

of stylists,” vhile T.L.M.H., the contributor to Science and Art,
agreed that "the wiole exhibition [had] more or less a Perisian

in some Montmartre studio.”33 The Macazine of Art resarked in 1886
that “one characteristic of the school (wvas] a certain tendency to
ugliness for its own sake,” and in an 1887 issue of the samm
periodical, the Club's exhibits were descrived as shoving "the

influence of Continental methods, as wall as in some cases a decided

directly rework or refer to the French a
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Although the Art Journal's critic had commented on the NEAC's
domination by the "small school of English impressionists” as early
as June 188937, the Goupil Gallery's December exhibition entitled
Nev English Art Club's reputation for impressionist painting.
Although this vas not a Club exhibition, several NEAC members were
featured, including Sickert and Stesr. The introduction to the
catalogue, written by Sickert, expressed a doctrine similar to the
philosophy expounded by Whistler in his *Ten 0'Clock Lecture®.38
Rather than a discussion of the technical aspects of Impressionism,
the introduction elaborated upon the group's professed artistic aim
of bsauty. The "London Impressionists” had essantially adopted an
English format of updated realism, although they borrowed their lighter
tonality and somsvhat "less finished” cuality from the French.)®
During the course of an interview with Herbert Vivian of the
AN, Sickert conceded ironically that although he did not know
vas one vhich the press would attach to the group.40 Sickert's
statemant proved to be prophetic. Despite the fact that their work
often remained more "reslist” than "impressionist®, the association
and an exhibition entitled *Impressionist” vere sufficient to categorize
to come.4] The inclusion of vorks by Prench Impressionists such
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audiences and critics.

outrage, generated primarily by objections to the "squalid” and "ugly"”
subject matter.43 The 1890 appointments of George Moore as art critic
to the Speaker, and D.S. MacColl to the Spectator fueled the debate.

The Spectator's solid, thoughtful, and i

In Victorian Pajnting. Reynolds claims that the controversy over the
NEAC made the previous hostility toward the Pre-Raphaslite brotherhood
seem a were ripple in the art world.45 Soon after the appointments

of MacColl and Moore, J.A. Spender, under the pseudonym of "A
Philistine”, responded vith a series of articles protesting the art

for art's sake doctrine in painting. This critical var between Spender
and MacColl was vaged primarily on the pages of the Wy

and the Spectator. and erupted over the exhibition of Degas's
L'Absinthe at the Grafton Gallery in 1893.46 Because Degas was the

*"French artist most videly praised by the Nev Critics, and by MacColl
the reputation of their journalistic rivals, to undermine their
credibility, by associating their entire critical ethos with . . .
the wost depraved subject matter."47

George Moore seamsd to believe that the close relationship between
of the NEAC in his 1893 Modern Peinting:

the cmntury. It is young, it is interesting, it is
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intelligent, it is emotional, it is coamopolitan . . . rather
an agresable assimilation of the Montmartre café of fifteen
years ago. Art has fallen in France, and the Nev English
seems to me like a seed blown over-sea from a ruined garden.
It has caught English root, and already English colour and
fragrance are in the flower. A frail flower; but, frail

or strong, it is all we have of art in the present
generation. It is slight, and so most typical; for, surely,
no age was ever 30 slight in its art as ours? As the century
runs on it oecomes more and more slight and more and more
intelligent. A sheet of Whatman's faintly flushed with

a rose-tint, a fev stray verses characterised vith a few
imperfect rhymes and a wrong accent. . . .48

Although George Moore apparently meant to praise the NEAC by
describing it as young, interesting, and intelligent, his metaphorical
association of the Club vith a frail flower from a ruined garden,

and vith stray verse of imperfect rhyme, must have also evoked
associations with English 1i‘*asrary and artistic decadence for at

The NEAC's relationship vith the decadent movement vas
emphasized vhen Aubrey Beardsley joined the Club. The subsequent

d public conviction that the Club was an ismoral

for Yellov ook illustrations.49 Among the artists featured were
Beerbohm, Conder, Sickert and Steer. Perhaps Steer's association
vith the unsavoury Yellow Book affected the reception of the nudes
vhich he began to exhibit at the NEAC in 1096, since these paintings
vere variously described as "utterly devoid of besuty”,

isingly hidecus®, and "crude®.50 Purthermore, beceuse
of Steer's prominent status vithin the Club, thess vorks also seemsd




16

to contribute to the widespread perception of the NEAC's eccentric
pursuit of ugliness.

Evidently conservative critics of the period felt that
Impreasionism vas yet another indication of fin-de-siécle moral
degeneration. The public believed that these painters deliberately
sought to offend and "disgust® viewers, through their selection of
subject matter wvhich was "repulsive®, "ugly”, "hideous”, and

»sordid®.3] An 1886 article dealing vith the coi

ding literary
movement equated it with the growing "agnosticiam, pantheism, and

of the general collapse of dogmatic and moral and spiritual
conviction.”52 As Flint notes, the "artistic decline which the more
conservative critics thought they perceived towvards the end of the
century vas frequantly spoken of in terms of disease and decay:

sysptomatic of a far wider moral and spiritual degeneration.*33

Established artists also felt compelled to enter the critical
fray, and they, too, couched their opinion in the rhetoric of
between 1848 and 189334, wvrote that the *art decadence” of the French
Ispressionists could perhaps be viewed vith "indifference” or "regret”
Armitage's description of these artists as “lunatic® and "childish®53
also indicates his desire to classify them in opposition to the norm
»1.36 rrith's

vhich he repressnted as an adult male het
strategy in "Crases in Art: 'Pre-Raphselitism’ and ’'Ispressionism’”
vas resarxably similar. He argued that French Impressionism hed
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*tainted® British art, and continued:
That Nature could ever have made such an impression at
all, unless the receiver of it wvas in a state of disease,
I take leave to doubt; but if any human mind is unfortunately
sensitive to such impressions, the_owner has no excuse
for exhibiting them to the world.57
Clearly Frith vas concerned that the mental degeneracy of the
impressionist artists might prove contagious for viewers.

Despite the fact that many critics agresd upon the moral

as to vhat the movement might constitute in a formal sense. Although
18708 at Durand-Ruel‘'s, and again in 1883 at Dowdeswell'sS8, these
exhibitions did not achieve a videspread formal understanding.

pst definition vas the creation and or reproduct

*impression”, vhich vas invariably described as "sketchy", "momsntary"

or "blurred®.
Although the Impressionist movemant vas usually spoken of
*modern” or "nev”, it vas frequantly associated with past art as

It appears that historical parallels such as these vere first drawn

he argusd that the common principle vhich united contesporary and
past artists vas the belief that art should be of its own day, a

version of Beudelaire's modern life assthetic.5? wWedmore's analysis
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on the French Impressionists, and to a certain degree this article
established the terms of the impressionist debate in Britain.60
Supporters of the movement took advantage of Wedwore's proposal in
order to claim that current day Impressionists were merely carrying
on a venerable tradition, vhile detractors held up the historical

examples as "true Impressionism”, in contrast to the debased version

art vas impressionist in the "true and wide sense of the term" and

produced Vandyke's “impression” of Charles I as evidence. This version

of "impressionism”™ was obviously preferable to *
produced the momentary effects of nature in an absurd, outragecus
and sketchy format - one in vhich msn were "denied the usual
complement of features, or legs, or arms, according to impression. "6l
Steer himself viewed Impressionism as linked with the tradition of
artistic dependence upon nature. If Impressionism were modern, it
was because this nature vhich the artist relied upon wvas that vhich
he sav around him every day. He felt that art vas "the expression
ofmiwimomthmqhamnty,'ﬁ@mﬂuiﬁﬁ
Fragonard, Velazques, and Manet as offering an Impression in the
broad sense of the word.52

The 1889 "London Ismpressionist® exhibition which included Steer
and Sickert, merely added to the confusion. The catalogue introduction
could have accommodated almost any nusber of “impressionisms®, and
vhen Sickert was urged to produce a definition, his strategy was
to fall back once again upon the respsctable past. “The main article



19

traditions of all time. Velazquez vas an Impressionist, Leech vas

an Impressionist, and Holbein wvas an Impressionist."63 Sickert's
evasive pronouncement was greeted with little enthusiasm. E.F. Spence,
for example, resarked that one could hardly expect critics to define
the aims of Impressionism, vhen the artists themselves either could

admitted that the term vas adopted "mainly on the authority” of the
painters, for neither the introduction nor the paintings themselves
demonstrated a “clear wvay of dealing vith a question which, perhaps,
need never have been raised.65 Py 1892, usage of this key word had
advantage of being, to most people, a mere phrase, utterly

Furse added that few pecple gave it "the credit of having a real
meaning; painters are as vague as critics, and critics even vaguer
than usual."66
Perhaps Furse vas justified in criticizing the artists for their

failure to propound a precise definition of Impressionism. Indesd,
or formal criteria, those artists and critics vho vere syspathetic
their discussions. Several such definitions of Impressionism as

of "Some Memarks on Ispressionism."$7 However, the fact that this
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this strategy r d a form of defense against "Philistine®

attacks, rather than being indicative of vagueness or lack of critical
acuity. Undoubtedly, the desire among supporters to position Steer
and other NEAC artists as the modern heirs to respectable painting
traditions grev even stronger after the Wilde trial in 1895.

smovemant® was "an eoxperimmnt, and for the present, to be estimated

accordingly."69 The critic for the } v felt that lack of

finish should not be considered a justifiable deterrent to "the true
developmant of artistic appreciation® for Impressionism, and this

of painting [vas) not to be narrative but sisply suggestive and
(was ) vorth more then any mumber of completed lies.”70
Those vho placed their faith in a highly polished and narrative
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vork of art viewed Impressionism as an affront to public dignity,
established canons of representation, and their pocketbooks. Charles
Furse, for exasple, observed that vhen the “outward and visible sign®
wvas unfamiliar, the public was "apt to hastily conclude that there
(vas] no invard and spiritual grace, and that wilful eccentricity
mawlwmiﬂmummltymﬂnnhobjmofu:
artist." According to Furse, the average layman perceived the
mtminummmmwmmtmmie
dislied most, and then to “perpetrate it” by using "public
wiwtim-ddimtumimmwmiay.' While
wju-tmmwymammmaw-
strategy, Purse noted that the public also objected to “"painting with
lusps of neat colour and trowelsful of paint, or else with a genial
m-mmmmmuamwmxymmygﬂ
oversized brush. . . . [1ike] a ‘coscomd who throws paint at the
public's hesd*.*7! Purse was obvicusly comparing the Impressionist
debate vith the 1878 Ruskin-Whistler trial, during wvhich Ruskin
mmammmfommuypmuquﬂa_
art upon an unsuspecting public at vastly inflated prices.

Within the context of the NEAC, both supporters and detractors
of Impressionism mobolised this myth of hasty esscution in their
reviews of Steer's nudes. The more conservetive critics tended to
describe these paintings as studies or sketches, and were thus able
to marginalise disturdbing examples as incomplete and therefore
insignificant. Stesc’'s admirers also labelled these nude paintings
um.mm-oiamum-lymimam
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of style or subject, on the basis that these works vere unfinished
and thus experimsntal.
Despite efforts by supporters to clarify the psinstaking mature
of the technique’2, the "myth of haste remained, and furnished a
formidable weapon to the detractors of Impressionism, who played
on their audience's belief in value for mc.ey in a work of art.*73
As long as lack of finish could be equated vith a corresponding dearth
of artistic labour, Impressionism could be mmligned as an elaborate
hoax being perpetrated against the art-buying and viewing public.
At the very least,it provided jourmalists with fodder for husorous
columns, such as this exasple from the Globe:
“What is an 'ispressioni.t picture?" asked the country
cousin of the art criti'.. °“M ispressionist picture.,”

said the critic, "is one that lesves on your mind the
impression that it is the picture of a cow, umtil you look

::ﬁz-m‘mfwmuumpicmxn
Because this item was reprinted by the jrtist, presumably their
professional and amateur artist readership’> wes expected to enjoy
or at least appreciate the humour involved. However, such
characterizations wvould have also presented a stumbling block to
Indeed, as the critic for At Journal noted in an 1894 review of
the NEAC: "Content vith schemes of colour and composition which contain
no superlative difficulties, the nswer idess which these artists
strive for have very little chance of epansion and of acceptation
by any tut a smll section of the commmity."76 Cartainly thess
notions allowed conssrvetive critics to dismiss problemmtic works
in a psresptory fashion, as in 1902 vhen Steec’s ) Malg (Tig. 4)
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vas described as a "subtle piece of mour.~7?

ntm-nywimmecwcwmmimt
Impressionism, other opponents based their opinion on scientific
theory. wmmmidimunuaam«-m
against impressionist art was put forth in Max Nordau's Deceneration
(English edition 1895), in which Nordau argusd that this modern art
form could be easily explained by theories of hysteria.

The curicus style of certain recent painters -

“impressionists®, “stipplers”, or “mosaists”, “papilloteurs”
or "quiverers®, "roaring” colourists dyers

;

mwammmmmmmmtmnmu
vith his theory of derangesmnt. Painters suffering from hysteria
ummmyuwwmﬁm.mu
mmmmmxytmwmm.muxu
“dynamogencus” or force-producing qualities.”® Steer's critics seemsd
to be familiar with Nordau's theories, since the vivid red drapery
in his 1098 Jleep (Pig. 2) was variously described as “vivid®,
“flaming®, “viclent®, and "scresming®, all of vhich suggest a rhetoric
of hysteria as a strategy of sarginalisstion.®0

Nordeu, like Prith, vas concerned about the “infectious® nature
of ispressionist painting. Because he believed that society formed
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ideals of morality and beauty through the production of art and

engendered by Impressionism vith the potential for social upheaval
occasioned by nev political theories. While Nordau's theory of

hysteria msy have been unique, Kate Flint demonstrates that his
association of Impressionism with socialist politics, anarchy, or
revolution wvas a theory vhich achieved popular currency during the
ninetesnth century.82 Thus, as Sickert later wrote, the word
*Ispressioniss® might be uttered with a sneer, "mxch as a lady might
use the vord ‘Socialist' in a draving room,*83 ut it could also

g (1904).

D.S. MacColl attespted to place the raging controversy upon
a more reasonable basis in 1896, with an important series of four
articles for the Artist. entitled "Ispressionism or the Logic of Modern

difficulty. "I hesitate to use the word Ispressionism to cover the
and take office to describe a new thing it has been seiszed upon to

Osplaints of mistiness, smudging, want of finish, resclve
themsslves into this, and the defender of sodern painting
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that

must seke out a reasonable case for the procedures
give rise to these complaints. This obliterating,
attenuating, swesping of details will be found to arise
the disinterested eye from a chosen point - the effect
of distance, focus, and 20 on; the second being the degree

Things 1n tm onder o atbamcizm B3 "TeTOTd o7e: regrding
particular, in an attempt to establish an authoritative historical
MacColl believed that Reynolds was thinking of the "totality of
mim;ﬂflﬂthﬂ_iﬁﬂﬂlﬂﬂHKiﬁ effaced, but
ﬂﬁtmﬂaﬂhﬂﬁrﬂmﬁnmﬂgﬂ_m
to the advantage of others,” and assured his resders that if Reynolds
ﬂ!tmglﬁididmmymmmﬂ'mmiﬁ'.h
vieving distances, and that the aim of the Impressionist picture was
tyimlmﬂ‘mnmdim*m:m
coherence” at only one specific vantage point.86
ordar to shore up his argument. He discussed in scientific rhetoric
ﬂnmﬂﬂh_mﬁmﬂm“myn
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upon vere "out of focus® or blurred in definition. He hastened to
point ocut that it vas no simple matter to convey this on canvas.

When we turn to the mastars, ve find they do allow for
right distribution of attention. Velagruez doas not paint
tvo psople on a canvas as if there were only ane to be
lockad at, nor the full length of a man as if there were
only his head to be locked at, nor his dress as if that
mgMum-lﬂ:mﬂﬂungmﬂﬁh
L':ﬂly mibh ghmgli of definition. s m

the ey: to ilip over the interw

MacColl's citation of Degas vas highly appropriate

vhich sought to repudiate charges of faulty draving and poor definition
of form, because Degas had received his training in the studio of
obvious; MacColl's companion in "Nev Criticiam®, R.A.M. Stevenson,

had just published his monograph on Velazquez, "the great Spanish
Impressionist .08

In his third article, MacColl returned again to the issue of
blurred definition in order to clarify that Impressionist mssthods
wvere far from simple and in no wvay involved the "smdging” of a
painting created with "the ancient system.” He adopted the rhetoric
of science once more in his discussion of the Ispressionist concern

account of the significance of the image, but only of its besuty
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MacColl thus attespted to dissociate Ispressionism from both
aestheticism and decadence by declaring the art for art's sake movemsnt
a "fallacy”, vhile his mobilization of scientific language and his
description of the natural "logic" of Impressionism further widened
the critical space between the Impressionists and the umnatural,
artifical decadents. Significantly, these statemsnts differ markedly
from the position MacColl defended during the "Philistine® debate
of 1893, vhen he "amplified his view of subject matter's subsidiary
relation to a painting's formml qualities."9l It ssems 1ikely,
therefore, that MacColl believed a certain amount of critical back-
tracking vas required during the aftermath of the Wilde trial. Most
importantly, however, MacColl's demonstration of the historical
authority for Impressionism through the venerable English oanple
of Joshua Reynolds can be located as an attempt to establish
credibility for the movemsnt as a ressonable artistic avolution,
thus implying that Impressionism wvas progressive and modern, rather
than degenerate or revolutionary. Impressionism was not a hoax,
nor vas it sysptomatic of hysteria; rather, it vas the logical and
thoughtful assimilation of Victorian-age science within accepted
assthetic theory.

Perhaps the ultimate response to opponents of Impressionism
vas put forth by Wynford Dewhurst in 1900:



According to Devhurst, Impressionism demanded greater intellectual

effort from both creators and critics than sere photographic realism,
and thus he suggested that any objections to the movemant were founded
upon ignorance.

Regardless of the "aesthetic ignorance” among opponents of
Impressionism, they certainly posse 1 a formidable arsenal of
weapons for deployment against artists and critics vho supported
the movement. At the very least, impressionist artists could be

husorously dismissed as misguided, but they might also be diagnosed

as degenerate or hysterical. Their loosely-worked paintings vere
marginalized as studies, and their subject matter vas attacked for
its crudity, ugliness, or eccentricity.

It is tempting to conclude that if the impressionist depiction
of ballet dancers, “vith their dreadfully short skirts,*93 could
provoke public indignation and disgust, then Steer's nudes at the
that this venue had developed a reputation for dubjious subject matter
and ecosntric technique, and one might assume that critics attending
praise. Nevertheless, Steer's nudes did not provoke complete critical
disapprobation, and in fact, The Mirror (Fig. 3) met with videspresd
approval. Clesrly other factors were at work. Steer's Aulis wust
also have been evaluated in terms of the particular artistic traditions
work at the NEAC must also be considered, as Stesr's work wes often
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compared vith that of other Clubexhibitors.
need to be weighed against Steer's reputation as a landscapist, since

late nineteer Y commentary increasingly elevated Steer's

lmmmrhigmiﬂmmafgintirg It is evident
that a more thorough contextual analysis of each nude on an individual

reconstructed. Only then can one attespt to solve the problem of
Philip Wilson Steer's style.



30

FOUTWOTES
1 Bruce Laughton, Philip Wilson Steer 1860-1942 (Oxford:

Clarendon, 1971): 67.

2 Ronald Pearsall, Tell Me, Pretty Maiden: The Victorian and
Edwardian Nude (Exeter, England: Webbs and Bower, 1961): 37.

3 Kate Flint, "Moral Judgment and the Language of English Art
Criticism 1870-1910." Oxford Art Journal 6:2 (1983): 59.

4 A British Matron, "A Woman's Plea: To the Editor of the Timmss,"
Times (20 May 1885): 10.

S Flint, 59.

6 Alfred Beaver, "French Influence on British Art,”
8:94 (October 1887): 309. I have besen unable to locate a reproduction

of Une Tentation.
7 Flint, 59.
8 Flint, 60.

9 R.A.M. Stevenson, "The Picture Galleries - V," Saturday
Reviev (2 June 1883): 697.

10 Flint, 59-60.

11 Beaver, 309.

12 Pearsall, 7S.

13 *The Royal Society of Artists, Birmingham (Critical Notices),*

Artists' Record apd Art Collector's Guide 3 ns. (September 1887): 62.

14 Philip Hook, "The Classical Revival in English Painting,*
Connoisseur 192:772 (June 1976): 127.

ls MO 1“-
16 w' lzs.

17 D.S. MacColl, Ninstesnth Omntury Art (Glasgow: Jamss Maclehose
and Sons, 1902): 109.

1 i e e i e e e e
English At Clup. (Londons ’ s 6.

19 Alfred Thornton, FiLty Years of the Mev English Act Club

(London: Curwven, 193%): 3.



31

20 Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery,

The Early Years of the
MMMB.S}!LM (Birmingham: Birmingham Museum and
Art Gallery, 1952): 2.

21 “A New Art Club,” Art Journal (August 1886): 252.

22 T.L.M.H., "The New English Art Club,” Science and Art
(April 1887): 29.

23 "New English Art Club," Artist 8:89 (May 1887): 151.

24 Marcus B. Huish, The Year's Art (London: J.S. Virtue,
1887): 73.

25 National Gallery, Millbank, Cataloque: Loan Exhibition of
Works by P. Wilson Steer (London: National Gallery, Millbank, 1929): 3.
"Studio and Personal Notes," Artist 11:126 (May 1890): 149.

26 "The New English Art Club,” Artist 9:99 (March 1888): 75.

"Art in May: The New English Art Club," Magazine of Art
(May 1888): oxix.

28 *Art in May: Bxhibitions of the Month," Magazine of Art
(May 1889): xxix.

29 “The New English Art Club,” Pgll Mall Gagette (13 November
1901): 2.

30 Kate Flint, Ispressior Ingland: The Criticel Receptic
(Iax)imﬁsm.blboummm: Routledge and Kegan Puul,
1964): . .

George Moore, Modern Painting (London: Walter Scott, 1893): 97.

31 W.J. Laidiay, mmu.h!ly_a_m_m_m (London:
Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent, 1898): .

32 “Art in my," Mgazine of Art (My 1886): xxx.

33 “Art Chronicle,* Portfolio (January 1887): 16S.
T.L.M.H., 30.

M4 °"Art in May," (May 1886): xcx.
*"Art in mx.-% (April 1087): xxv.
3 Thornton, FALY Years of the New English Art Club. 7.

3 Andrev Porge discusses this backlash ageinst decadence in his
(London: Arts Council of Great Britain,

1 s 10.



32

37 "The Grosvenor Gallery," Art Journal (June 1889): 192.

38 D.S. Mcooll, Life, Hork snd getting of Philip Wilsn Steer
(London: Faber and Faber, 1945): 175-176.

39 Douglas Cooper, mgge.mmﬂ (London: University
of London, Athlone Press, 1954): 34.

40 Herbert Vivian, "Impressionism and its Council of Ten,"
Artist 10:119 (October 1889): 294.

41 Thornton, Fifty Years of the New English Art Club, 7.
42 Jane Johnson, CoWp.,
4-1893 and a New ub 1 7
Vo. Z 7 (Woodbridge,
Suffolk: Antique Collector's Club, 1975): 560, 587 and 595.

43 Thornton, Fifty Years of the New English Art Club, 7.
44 Thornton, Fifty Years of the Nev English Art Club, 7.

45 Graham Reynolds, Victorian Painting (New York: Macmillan,
1966): 195.

46 Kate Flint, "'The Philistine' and the New Art Critic:
J.A. Spender and D.S. MacOoll's Debate of 1893," Victorian
Periodicals Rejvev 1 (Spring 1968): 3.

47 Flint, Ispressionists in England: The Critical ' sption, 10.

48 Moore, 211.

49 Thornton, FAfty Years of the Nev Epilish Art Club. 9.

S0 A Nude ( 1096)3 *utterly devoid of bsauty” - "The Chronicle

of Art. - Pebruary,” Magazine of Art 20/21 (Pebruary 1897): 231.
Slesp (1898): "uncompromisingly hideous” - A.H.P., "The Nev

English Art Club,” mm (26 Spril 1898): 3.
(1902): “"crude” - "New English Art Club,” Daily
Telegraph (21 April 1902): 10.

S1 Charles Purse, "Impressionism - What it Mesans,” AlbsNArle
Peviev 2:2 (August 1092): 47.

S2 “Literary Impressionists,” Spectator (19 June 18086): 81l.

53 Flint, "Moral Judgment and the Language of English Art
Criticism 1870- 1910, 62.

s4 riint, Inpcessionists in England: The Critical Becepticn. 81.



3

S5 BEdvard Armitage, "The Impressionists,” Athenasum (23 July
1887): 123-124.

56 See Flint's "Moral Judgment and the Language of English Art
Criticism 1870-1910," for a discussion of this issue.

57 W.P. Frith, “Crazes in Art: 'Pre-Raphaelitism' and
'Impressionism'," Magazine of Art 11 (June 1888): 191.

58 ﬂiﬂt;

59 Frederick Wedwmore, "The Impressionists,”
33 (1883): 75-82.

60
61
62
63
64 E.F. Spence, “"Impressions of the Impressionists: Couleur

de Gris," Artigt 11:122 (January 1890): 8.
65 “Paintings by London Ispressionists,” Art Review 1:1
(Jarnuary 1890): 18.

66 Purse, 47.

_ .67 "Some Remarks on Ispressionism,” Art Journal (Apeil
1893): 103-104. H.B. Brabazon, for exasple, stated that in “its
impressions.” was one of Turner's favourite sayings, and added that
impressions, as well as the ability to "commmicate to the spactator
a fealing of delight in the contesmplation of that bsauty he has himself
80 strongly felt.® Brabaszon's reference to contemplation and
di-tiu:emﬁfﬁﬂmﬁmqm&a&.ﬂnm
his persomal definition of Impres ism as being the “cosbined
painter's neture.” George Clausen resaried that it vas a "pity”
that the term “ispressionism” had come to be used in the nerrov sense
of rendering the effects of light, sinoce "if its aim [wes] to present,
vhich nature gives to the painter, no exception [could) surely be
takan to it, it (wvas] the base of all good Art.” Prancis Bate was




Impressionism, and believed it vas "animated by an enduring truth
clearly traceable in its evolution from the beginning of art.”

Bate also differentiated English Imgressionism from the “mushroom
growth® of French Impressionism, presumbly in an attempt to separate
the vholesome truths of English art from the poisonous decadence

of the French example.

68 Flint,

13.

69 “Art in May: The New English Art Club,”
(May 1888): xxix.

70 *Paintings by London Impressionists," 18.
71 Furse, 47-48.

72 Edvard M. Rashdall, “Claude Monet," Artist 9:103 (July
1888): 195-197.

73 Flint, Impressionists in England: The Critjcal Reception

4.

74 Globe, "What is an Impressionist Picture?" Artist 13:151
(June 1892): 163.

75 Flint,

4.
76 “Art Notes and Reviev,” Art Journal (January 1894): 30-31.

1902): 106.

78 Max Nordau, m jon, ed. George L. Mosse (New
York: Howard Pertig., 1968): 27.

79 Nordau, 28-29.

(18 April 1898): 9.
ph (15 April

1o (16 Apcil 1898): 7.

80 "~The New English Art Club,"
*The Nev English Art Club,”
1898): 9. o
*Nev English Art Club,” Iy
DOS. mli i'“ﬁ _ ﬁl
(23 April 1898): 552.

81 Flint,
82 Flint,




84 D.S. MacColl, "Impressionism, or the Logic of Modern
Painting,” Artist 17:195 (March 1896): 111.

85 MacColl, "Impressionism, or the Logic of Modern
Painting,” 111.

86 MacColl, "Impressionism, or the Logic of Modern
Painting," 111-112.

87 D.S. MacColl, "Impressionism, or the Logic of Modern
Painting - II," Artist 17:196 (April 1896): 157.

88 R.A.M. Stevenson, Velapquez, ed. Denys Sutton and
Theodore Crombie (London: G. Bell, 1962): 164.
D.S. MacColl, "Impressionimm, or the Logic of Modern
Painting - III," Artist 17:198 (June 1896): 252.

90 D.S. MacOoll, "Impressioniss: Or the Logic of Modern
Painting - IV," Artist 17:200 (August 1896): 339.

91 Flint, "'The Philistine' and the Nev Art Critic: J.A.
Spsnder and D.S. MacColl's Dsbate of 1893," 6.

92 Wynford Devhurst, "Claude Monet - Impressionist,” Pall

Mall Megagzine 21:85 (1900): 215.
93 Purse, 47.



STEER N©D THE AVANT-GARDE

The seventeenth exhibition of the New E:;lim Art. cm:
differs in no material respect from its p . It
contains the usual percentage of p:ﬁn:tim vhose lﬂlii‘ﬂl
aslmlymtimnﬁtgmum:glidmmam
the eye, and so apparently fulfull the only aim in view.l

This vas the Morning Pogt's estimmtion of the art on view at
the New English Art Club‘'s Winter Exhibition of 1896. One of the
works on display vas Steer's A Nude (Fig. 1). Not all the critics
wvere quite so harsh; the Dajly News believed the NEAC shows wvere
alvays "interesting,” and in fact ssemed pleased that this exhibition
had "less of the ecoentric and the daring® than had previously
appsared.2 The Magazine of Art went one step further and stated that
the "seventeenth exhibition of the Newv English Art Club doss not
present much that is violently oppossd to the recojgnised canons of
art; indeed, some of the works are distinctly academic in character.*-

Whatever their perception of the exhibition as a general entity,
sost critics evidently believed that there were at least some exasples

vere fewer in mmber compared with the ecoentric component of esrlier
NEAC shows. Both the quality and the quantity of the commsntary which
Steer’'s nude received suggest that A Nude was videly perceived as
the Club's exhibits as squslid in style and slovenly in exscution,
and it would be misleading to propose that these perceaptions in
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thamselves could explain the critical discourse surrounding Steer's
nude. It would, perhaps, be more accurate to contend that this work

actively contributed to descriptions of the NEAC artists as "ultra-

at this exhibition, and according to the Deily Chronjcle, these works
represented the NEAC's chief merit.5 After landscapes, the mjority
of the remaining exhibits consisted of portraits and interior genre.
Therefore, Steer's nude must have attracted a certain amount of
attantion simply because fev nudes were shown. Nevertheless, this
twvo other nudes exhibited by Tonks at this same show did not receive
similarly negative reviews.® The Picnic. a painting of nude figures
frolicking in an Arcedian sstting, received little commsnt, but the
fev remarks vhich did appsar were entirely favourable. This work
vas described in the Standard as a “pretty, Watteau-like fancy,*”

and vas similarly referred to by Q.E.D. as a "brilliant little
fantasy."7 The Picnic also received mention in the Daily Telegrach
sunshine and shedov."® Such commsntary indicates that The Picnic
vas entirely compatible vith the established Acedesy or Salon tradition



drapery like a little Stothard."9 The paucity of comment regarding

Not only
had Tonks resorted to the respsctable formala of classical mythology,
included the masculine bodies of the sileni, or older satyrs, in his
image.

It is therefore apparent that the flurry of response occasioned
by Steer's A Nude cannot be attributed to the fact that he had dared
to paint a naked female body. The nude vas an entirely acceptable
genre at the Royal Acades

NEAC vas no exception. One assumes, than, that Steer sust have
violated some convantion or sense of decorum, given the outrage his
picture provoked. In fact, an analysis of A Nude and the critical
problematic on several levels. Critics were confused by his style,
his sources of artistic inspiration.

Olvapia of 1863. After his attendance at a posthumous Parisian
exhibition of Manet's work in 1884, Stesr describad Manet's nudes
as "blown-out looking things."10 Bvidently at some point following
this exhibition, he became interestsd in producing a smoothed ocut,
toned down, and less controversial English version of the Qlymmia.
A comperison of Stasc's nude vith Manet's reveals marked diffecrences,
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especially in terms of the inclusion of accessories and background
detail. Steer's figure is relatively wadorned, while Olympia wears
jevellery, slippers, and an orchid in her hair.ll while Mnet includes
a black servant girl offering a houquet, a spitting cat, and opulent

lim.mdﬁmu—iﬁﬂﬁmima-ﬁmm

curtains vhich are similar to those in Olympia, but in A Nude, these
curtains become a much more dominant compositional elessnt, partly
section of vhat appears to be a mattress.

Although Steer's composition could be described in a general
sense as a reversal of Manet's, the overall effect is quite stiff and
avivard in contrast to Mmnet's image of lwmriant relaxation. Steer's
nude does not recline against billowy pillows; instead, her arm
supports the weight of her body. The figure's spine is erect vith

and almost form a perpendicular angle vith the line of the spine,
mset the viewer's gase, and both wear black ribbons arcund their necks.
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its presence, and then asked: "Where is the negress, vhere the bunch
of flowers to complete the composition? For this surely is but another
version of Manet's famous 'Olympe’ in the Luxssbourg.*lZ while the
Westminster Gazette did not specifically refer to the Olympia, he
wvanted to knov vhat one vas “to think of Mr. Steer's naked lady sitting
bolt up in bed, with the brand of Bdouard Manet round her neck?"13
Within the context of the NEAC, it is likely that Steer's
quotation from this modern French exasple would have been perceived
as another attempt to defy the Royal Academy. Manet's controversial
reputation had long since been established in English critical circles,
and Steer's reference to a Manet painting, so soon after Wilde's trial,

had become the primary exhibition venue for morally decayed work.
As early as 1874, Manet wvas placed among a school of French peinting
in vhich one could see “evidence of as wild a spirit of anarchy at
wvork” as in French politics. "In vhat his admirers. ve suppose, vould
call simplicity and franiness, he far cut-Courbets Courbet.*14

Even though most writers thought that Manet's subject matter
vas deplorable, they usually admittad, albeit reluctantly, that =
vas a talented and capable painter. N. Garstein, writing for the
Act Journal in 1684, noted that Manet's taste was “"vorse than
Qquestionable - it is often revolting. How seldom csn we stand in
front of even his best-painted canveses vithout asking, ‘But vhy wes
it painted at all?" Despite Garstein's cbjections to the artist's
subject matter, he acknoviedged Manet's influance on outdoor peinting,
and perceptively noted that this artist would have led a calmer
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existence had he been either a greater or lesser man. "Had he been
almmﬁﬂmmmmmaiMEtéﬁm
mnii:hdtnhﬁl@ﬁnsﬁhmmmmuﬂ
acquiescence and homage.*15

In 1897, the rly Reviev expressed a similar viewv about

thmrﬁefmmgﬁmp;.mﬁmﬂgt:
Ve may regret that talent so rare and powers of so high
an order should never have bsen devoted to similar uses.
We may lament the strictly limited range of their vision,
and deplore their lack of elevation and inability to realize
the higher side of humanity and the finer issues of life.
certainly succesded in leaving posterity a complete and
living record of a resarkable phase of modern society.l6
to interesting theories in an attespt to downplay his questionable
themstic choices. P.G. Hamerton, editor of Portfolio, suggested that
subject matter vas of little importance to Mmnet's creative process,
and referred to Zola‘s account of Manet grouping his models "rather
ﬁm.m-“m-ﬁnmmtmmﬂmwm
ﬂﬂtﬂl‘l:“ﬂlﬂlit’ﬂlﬂiﬁiﬂti@ﬁl“‘rym. especially
sincerity of it gave a claim to serious consideration, and the artist's
resolute study of nature endowed it vith novelty and freshness.*l?

t vorks were hastily conceived and exscuted; he essantially
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implied that Manet's preoccupation with capturing an impression in
paint would have left him no time or energy for thinking about
offensive subject matter.l8

George Moore recounted that one vas "taught at the Bsaux-Arts
to consider Manet . . . an épatsur, vho, not being able to paint like
M. Géréme, determined to astonish."l9 However, Moore feit that

es eperienced difficulty with Manet's paintings because of
his artistic genius, rather than bacause of his choice of subject
matter, adding that:

in Manet there iz nothing but good painting, and there is
nothing that the ninetesnth century dislikes as much as
good mainting. . . . During his life the excuse given for
the constant persecution vaged against him by the
"authorities” vas his excessive originality. But this vas
mere subterfuge; vhat vas really hated - vhat sade him so
unpopular - mﬂnmmﬂmynfm;m1m2°

According to D.S. MacColl, the trus problem underlying the vhole
debate vas the feminine taste of English audiences. In his December

reviev of an 1896 Paris exhibition of Manat's paintings, MacColl stated
not likely to be popular in a country vhere taste is thought to be
an affair for vomen only."2l By characterizing the English viewer
as feminine, MacOoll adroitly reversed the familiar argument vhich

of the English public wvere limited to the appreciation of the dainty,
shension of

mindless and tasteful, as opposed to a masculine

nding Manet's vork, it is
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mibléﬂiﬂ;afﬂmtﬂiﬁjﬁgﬁfhiiguintiﬁjihyaﬂmgqliiﬁ
Art Club exhibitor would have appeared as an act of rebellion against
the Royal Academy. Even more significantly, Steer not anly quoted
Manet, but chose Olympja, the subject of heated debate on both sides
of the Channel. For the New Critics, such as Stevenson, MacColl, and
Moore, Manet's Olywpia was a work of Art; Moore went as far as stating
that destruction of this work would create an "appreciable gap in the
history of nineteenth-century art." QOlywpia wvas "remarkable not only
for the excellance of the exscution, but for a symbolic intention
novhere else to be found in Manet's works."22 Nevertheless, such
support from progressive critics in France and England could not have

. English viewers. Indeed,

the Nev Critics's approval of Qlygpja probably magnified the
offensiveness of Steer's quotation of the painting, since the New

This label stemmad from their earlier argumsnts with “The Philistine",
their consistent support of the French Impressionists and the NEAC23,
and in particular, George Moore's attacks on the Academy. Finally,

the artistic merit of QOlygpia still remained a mtter of debate among
academic circles in France. In 1896, the work vas housed at the

o until 1909.

work still lay beyond the pale of official recognition. The Daily



opinion that Steer's nude deliberately recalled the "Manet of the
Luxembourg.*26 V., writing for the Academy and
that Steer's nude "directly challenge[d] comparison vith Manet.*27

Perhaps because Steer's A Nude wvas so strongly identified with
the Olympia, the general tenor of previous Manet criticism seemsd
to spill over and affect discussions of Steer. Most revievers were
in agreement that Steer vas a capable painter, and that his nude
bore evidence of his abilities, even though many objected to what

should have desired to paint such a vork. If the critics had simply
believed that A Nude vas only a bad piece of painting by an incompstent
artist, surely they vould have given it a susmry appraisal or perhaps
even ignored it entirely. However, these writers devoted a

considerable amount of print to their discussion of Steer, and

Stevenson noted that A Nude wvas "not to be passed over, if only
because its bold strength at once captures the eye."28

By 1896, Steer had established a considerable reputation, and
Art Club.*29 Conceivably, this reputation and the expectations of




45

revievers commented favourably on Steer's technique, and these remarks
do seem genuine rather than gratuitous in nature.30 Both conservative
and progressive critics described the work with conventional masculine
adjectives, and presumably they also felt that A Nude demonstrated

an adequate degree of finish, because they did not mention any
sketchiness in their discussions.

The Globe felt that A Nude was "one of the most serious and
completely handled technical achievements" that Steer had ever
produced, and noted that the figure wvas "drawn with considerable
knovledge”, was "good in colour®, and "painted vith real power.*3!
The Morning Post deemed the work “"resmarikal
brushwork and general vigour of styie,” and added that the figure
od #xi11.732  In a similar vein,

for its spirited

vas "drawn and modelled with undoub
as vell as the "simplicity and directness of the handling and the
sober strength of the tones.*33 The Art Jowrpal sxpressed vhole-
hearted approval of this work which vas “learned in style, searching
in technique, and fine in draving, depending to an extent unusual

in (Steer's] work upon absolute realisation rather than clever
suggestion.*34 The St. James Gazetts described A Nude as a technical
“advance upon this artist's previous productions,” vhile the Daily
Ielearaph praised the "cunning combination® of colour, and noted

the "great force of visual impression . . . like everything else

this artist doss."35 D.S. MacColl joined the chorus of those vho
responded favourably to Steer's use of colour, adding that this "gift®
gave him "a place apart in his generation,” vhile R.A.M. Stevenson



and the Daily News appreciated the skillful painting of the model's

upper leg.36 Other reviewers described the work as a "remarkable

piece of technique” vhich wvas "clever®”, “well-drawvn”, and “exceedingly
Although approval of Steer's technique vas videspread, it vas

not universal. Two of the eighteen critics, H.S. of the Spectator,

and Q.E.D. of the World, refused to admit that A Nude might be

ently painted. However, their refusal to acknovledge the

technical merit of this particular painting seemed to be based on
factors other than the work itself. H.S., perhaps Heathcote Statham,

as if an attespt to rectify the damage wvreaked by MacColl's New

Criticism.

Some psople consider the New English Art Club as the
sanctuary vhere the future of art resides, and further
believe that Mr. Steer is the chief prophet. This year
wve should fancy these believers must be rather tried in
ﬂ-ir !ait:h. mt.il Mr. mm tapnnt

British painting to remain on a vholesome and "Philistine” basis,
and Steer's painting became a convenient target for his critical
ammnition.

While H.S. obviously had difficulty believing that "some pecple
might regard Steer as a talented artist, Q.E.D. counted himself among
» this critic felt that ) g ves
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"not satisfactory in either drawing or modelling,” and his opinion
must have been at least partially hased on his belief that Steer
wvas guilty of artistic plagiarism. He commented:
Mr. Wilson Steer, vhose works are alvays interesting,
exhibits vhat he is reported to consider his masterpiece,
to be one, think better of him than to accept a manifest
Plagiarism of Manet's ‘Olywpia‘ _as being the masterpiace
of so original an artist as he.39

Q.E.D. wvas not the only Steer supporter to comment negatively

controversial anti-academic status, three other reviewers hastened to
castigate Steer for resorting to the anti-academic practice of slavish
copying. Usually their remonstrations dealt vith the issue as a
battle of the brush from vhich Manet emerged victorious. The
Manchester Quardian described Steer's nude as *small and toylike,
vithout the grandeur and the conventionality of ‘Olympia‘’,” vhile

V. ramarked that there vas no artist wvhich Stssr vas "not clever
enough to imitate,” but in this instance, Manet vas declared the
vinner.4l The Daily Chronicle pointed out thet imitation or borroving
wvere entirely acosptable acedemic methods, but Steer rad not



Gallery. But Manet, appropriating the o0ld Venetian's idea,
worked it out entirely in his ovn way - an essentially
modern wvay. When you look at the picture in the Luxssbourg
you see Manet, not Titian; vhen you look at the mude in
the Dudley Gallery, you ses Manet, not Steer. Of the
cleverness of the painting there is no question. But it
is because of its cleverness that we vish Mr. Steer would
bare the courage to be himself.4

Shortly after Q.E.D., the Guardian and Chronjcle had presented
their cases, D.S. MacColl defended Steer against charges of plagiarism
by reversing the argument of imitation and adaptation.43 Maccoll
vrote:

They sust have blunt eyes vho think its (A _Nude's] form

and colour the least like the character of form and colour
in that picture [O1 ], and they must have an oddly
limited Xnowledge history of art who think the general
affiliation in conception and pose of Stesr's Nude to Manet's
anything but vhat has alwvays happened where painting wvas
going on. . . . every artist vho has known his business,

has talen his forerunners's picture and gently given it
his o turn, knowing hov ssall a part the individual plays

on the general framework of invention.44
Despite this professed concern vith originality, it sesms that

the true point of contention among critics wvho charged Steer vith
plagiarism vas his choice of Manet as a reference. Indeed, reviewvs
of other 1896 NEAC exhibits indicate that a reworking of previous
art historical exasples should have besn relatively unproblematic.
Por example, Steer's mobilization of past art in his Yorkshire
1andscepe 4id not become an issue. Rather, he vas praised for his
evocation of esrlier Dutch and English landecepes.43 As McConkey
has demonstrated, a strengthaned avarensss of Britain‘s natiomal
heritage had 1ed to a renswed interest in the British landecepe
tradition.4C Agparently, certain historical emsples were more
cherished than others, and a quotation from the Dutch or Inglish



19

landscape tradition vas altogether different from a reference to
sexual themes from avant-garde French painting.47

While it is conceivable that Stesr fell victim to emerging thought
concerning the desirability of formal imnovation, this modernist
stress on individuality wvas much more a component of later twentieth-
century assessments, rather than a significant determinant of the
regarding his Yorkphire Landecape were generally directed toward
his avant-garde flattening of the scene into a tapestry-like imsge,
rather than any discussion of his artistic originality or lack
thereof .48 The conservative resction to A Nude also suggests that
it vas novelty and modernity vhich these critics found upeetting.
Although the New Critic, D.S. MacColl, approved of the figure's “éclat",
the conservative Magazing of Art termed the work “sensational®.49
The Globe commented on the “ecoentricity” of pose, vhile the St. James
Gapstte believed Steer had aimed “"too decidedly at the odd and
startling to be completely satisfactory."30 The Westminster Gags
vondered “vhat one (was] to think® of this painting, and the Daily
News noted vith some consternation that Steer "must be serious in
the strange canves which he calls ‘A Mude'. . . .*5! apparently
becsuse of Manet's uneavoury reputation, Steer‘'s quotation of Olvepis
One is forced to conclude that those critics who charged Steer with

persisting vith thess problematic sources of inspirstion.
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By choosing to paint an English version of Qlympia, Steer was
violating academic respect for the critical barrier betwesn the naked
and the nude, and this transgression did not pass wvithout cosment.
The Dajly News described Steer's nude as "a girl absolutely undraped,”
vhile the Westminster Gagette characterized the figure as a "naked
lady."52 V. commented that Steer had painted a “woman, more
inartistically naked than any womanwould permit herself tobe, perched
upon a bed. She is naked encugh, in fact, to be efficacious as the
cure of love recommended by the Anatomist of Melancholy."53 V. was
relying upon his highly literate audience to anderstand his reference
to Robert Burton's 1621 Apatomy of Melancholy. in which Burton
recommended the perusal of a naked voman as a cure for lust or love-
melancholy. Burton counselled that if a man were able to viev the
object of his affections "undrest® or "out of her attires", it wvas
possible that she would appsar "loathesome, ridiculous, thou wilt
not endure her sight. . . .* The Anatomist of Mslancholy also noted
that Montaigne hed recommanded a "full survey of the body" as a "remedy
of venerous passions” bescause:

The love stood still, that ran in full career
When once it ssv those parts should not appear.>4

Despite these critical references to a lack of clothing or drapery,
the fact remains that Stesr's A Nudg did not expose any sore female
flesh then the eminently respectable nudes shown at the Acedesy,

Nev Gallery, or Grosvenor Gallery. Wy, then, was Steer's figure
felt to be "inartistically nalked” rather than “ssstheticelly nude”?
Obvicusly one cannot resort to a sisple formula wherein indecency
directly corresponds to square inch of naked femmle form. MNor is
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it possible to arrive at an inverse drapery-to-flesh ratio of
respectable titillation. The Victorian veil of assthetic modesty
vas a much more complex construction, as the following selection
from an 1899 issue of the Windmill indicates:
The idealism of nudity as represanted by our great artists
is attractive almost because the lines of the ideal are
impossible of actual realisation in a single uman being,
and the ideal representation of sex thus assumes the
mam.mﬂnn—mmmm
of the gods and goddesses of Gresce are unexciting because
the heroces and heroines are sore than hmmn. The realism,
mﬂumm.mamnm_lﬂtg-ﬁg
amid surroundings that imply privacy is repulsive to good
m.mmamwmamtm
i ved and because of the suggestive motive underlying
ie.
Nudity, then, vas ideal and general, and concerned the public elevation
of the mythical, vhile nakedness vas real and spacific, and involved
the violation of the private and modern. Nudity somshow becase sexless,

yet attractive, but nakedness vas smxual and repulsive.

mhiswtimdﬂnm.anﬂg,nlhﬂfﬂchﬂya
Firstly, he neglected to provide viewers vith any sort of a narrative,
let alone a mythical one. Indesd, the Macazine of Art noted with
some dismay that this painting was of "a nude figure, and simply
that,” vhile the Mxning Fopt referred to Stesr's “tersely-named

'A Nude’."56 Reviewers also seemsd to ssnee that the painting

that the nude wvas seated "on a bed”, vhile others even spoke of the
figure as being “in bed®, a choice of words vhich indicates that
Stesr's setting was perceived as a private bedroom, rather then an
artist's studio. Not only did reviewers comment upon the bed, but
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Mundimmmdu'cpminumﬂﬂéimﬂﬂt
this intrusion contained an element of surprise or sudden violation.
The model vas described as sitting "upright®, "bolt upright®, "bolt
up in bed”, "up in bed", “"perched upon a bed®, and "ruthlessly
displayed=.57 One reviewer noted that "the bsdclothes (had] just
been thrown back, at one end you see a bit of the mattress.*38
Although the critics did not comment on it, the pillow shows an
indentation vhere the vomn's head may have rested only momnts ago.

Steer's omission of accompanying “"text" must have presented
considerable difficulty for the general audience, and particularly
for the critic. A.L. Baldry, vriting in 1894, noted that the general
pubncmu-olvuvithptcmmytaﬂ:mmt
they successfully illustrated familiar narratives.

mr-xmnmptcm.uua_mmp_ﬁ
to next - label. And the function of the critic is
to write these labels to explj vhat the artist msant
vhen he painted the picture.”~

Itwﬂntﬂn:wimunummt:ﬂm&y
stumbled into a scene vhere some sort of startling action had just
taken place. However, in the absence of a narrative they were at
a 1088 to know vhat exactly had ccourred, and were thus unable to
perform their explanatory role. Purthersore, this nude voman vas
avare of her avdience, and met the viewer's gase vith her owm.
victorian sudiences could negotiate themes of intrusion upon privecy,
mmylfMMﬂﬂ'm&uﬂIﬁm;“
ﬁmwmummtmmmrm-m

ummmmmﬂmwwqﬂmﬁam
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m\ombliufunymreofanyofﬂuo-legam. Steer's nude,
hovever, simply did not permit this leisurely consumption. In fact,
the voman's gaze sesms to have implicated the viewer as an intruder
upon her private sphere.
Mm-ymnnbelimmtmmm
ﬂnhnierofmmﬂitywmmwdlpictaﬁjm
vhichmbothmdunuﬂ:mlsiw-mmimorm.
intlamuutsemmmm.wMy
they would have been acquainted with English writing vhich inferred
that Manet‘'s wvoman vas a courtesan. Some writers, such as P.G.
w.mmmimﬁmmwﬂusmjmmmm
m.mmmmmimmm. According
ww.mmdanyottmhthqomu-bym
examples. In this vay some of his pictures, that vere considered coarse,
vulgar, and even immoral, vere merely experimsnts in the modernisation
of Dutch and Italian themes that no one ever objects to in the old
masters."60 George Moore, however, provided a much more ominous
cescription vhich characterized the femle sex as universally arrogant,
devouring, and powerful. According to Mooce:

in ‘'Olympe’ we find departing from the individual
universal. The red-haired woman who used to dine
bed

Shortly after Steer exhibited A Nude, an article vhich appsared
mmmmumumm--mumw
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counterpart of Titian and Correggio's godduuu."sz and a fev years
later D.S. MacColl wrote in his Nineteenth Csntury Art that "Titian's

nude courtesan and attendant are transposed into the modern equivalent
in the 'Olympia’ with her black servant. The touch of vitty malice
in this translation aroused a fury of anger; voluptuous in Titian's
picture vas venerable, in Mnet's indecent. . . ."63 admittedly,
these comments concerning Manet‘'s "courtesan® were puhlished after
Steer had exhibited his painting. However, it is still possible
that critics vere avare of Olympia‘s occupation, as Hamerton's and
Moore's resmrks sesm to imply this knowledge even though they do
not state it directly.®4

Even if revievers suspscted that Steer’'s A Nude vas a depiction
of a mistress, courtesan, or prostitute, none of the eighteen in
fact explicitly identified this woman in such a wanner.55 It is
the very absence of comments on the picture's subject matter which
seems significant, since detractors of the NEAC frequently took these
artists to task for painting squalid subjects. However, even those
revievers vho could be characterized as the more conservative opponants
of the Club were silent on this issue. Although one might expect
MacColl or Stevenson, as Nev English supporters, to have said something
in defense of Steer's thems, perhaps their absence of commsntary
indicates the extent of the taboo surrounding discourses of sexuality.
It is equally possible that these msn were simply unable to conscicusly
formulate and concisely express their ressons for being distucrbed
by this image. Nevertheless, this discomfort still surfaced, albeit
in an altered form. Critics adopted a strategy of displacemsnt vhereby
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their unease regarding this nude female body became articulated through
Comments on Steer's setting and style.

mmmtnpintmaglimmimﬂm. Steer vas
engaging in a problematic subject for Victorian viewers. Women wvere
Jers of moral virtue for all

traditionally perceived as the upl
society, but the prostitute
vas believed to be spreading and infecting the respsctable world

institutions of family, home, state and empire.66

However, the subject of prostitution could still be presentad
in a manner vhich allowed viewers to negotiate their anxieties.
Indeed, mtim&mlﬂﬁhﬂhmlmmimnﬂﬁ
Royal Acadesy exhibitions since the 1840s. Acceptable renditions
of the subject mgﬂﬂﬂnﬁnm_inciﬂn:mﬁ
destitute, diseased and suicidal.%” In short, the prostitute had
to atone for her sins or bear the conssquences. By exphasizing the
suffering of these vomen, the artist allowed the viewer to define
mmimﬂlﬁahﬂmﬁnimmnﬂﬁy ™e

ﬂmim.!ﬂlmﬂmltmmlmmeﬂiiﬂiﬂ-
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in terms of physical abnormality. Studies in phrenoclogy and
physiognomy indicated that the prostitute should show physical signs
of her decay.59 However, the artist also had to contend with an
audience vhich expected that their desire for wvoman as bsautiful
object would be satisfied. As Lynda Nead demonstrates, the painted
resolution of these competing demands meant that associations of
disease and physical decline were displaced onto the setting and
location of the 1.90.70

However, Steer's image did not comply with these unspoken rules.
As the Daily Telegraph noted, "the unfortunate model, thus ruthlessly
displayed, has neither physical attraction nor pathetic
significance.”7!l Although the physical attributes of the figure
seem pleasant enough, reviewers tanded to describe her appsarance
as ugly. Perhaps the critics were more comfortable vith a discussion
of the figure's unmattractiveness and the peinting‘'s eccentricity
than they vere with an articulation of the moral undesirability of
prostitution. It is almost as though concerns for the social body
of England could be mapped onto, or expressed through, the description
of this female's physical attributes. The Stapdard felt that although
the painting wes inoffensive, the woman was “in no vise comely,” and
as a possession, the work vas “scarcely covetable."72 The Mestmingter
Gamstte notice referred to a "by no msens idealised little model,”
vhile the Daily Graghic commnted that "if no better model were to
be obtained, than the one selected it would have besn vwiser to have
left the subject unpainted.*’3 The Magasine of Art noted that the
figure was “utterly devoid of besuty,” and V. remarked that “besuty
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vas never a New English weakness.*7’4 According to H.S., as long as
Steer considered a figure such as this to be bsautiful, there would
be many vho remmined “"outside the reach of his art.*75 Even D.S.
MacColl admitted that Steer's painting wvas "not a gravely poetic or
a grand treatmant.~76

The perception that this woman's body did not conform with the
soft, alluring and creamy-rosy tradition of academic flesh painting
probably contributed to comments regarding the figure's utter lack
of beauty. Significantly, however, the figure was further described
physically stersotyped in literature as a pale, thin *bundle of
nerves.”77 while the critics did not comment on the long legs of
Steer's nude, they my have associated her height with New Womsn
Gi_mpiﬂtﬂmﬂﬁtﬂﬁmyﬁmﬁfm‘lmum
serceived bty the French critics as being much 1ike those of actual
prostitutes during the 1860s.78 A slight frams might also be the
result of tight-lacing, a practice vhich simltanscusly asserted female
smxlity and jeopardized heslth and fertility.”® Even though the
Nev Woman's cstensible asmxmlity differed from the prostitute’s

to soliciting oors.*80 It sesms 1ikely, then, that Stesr's




and social norms. Although only the critic for the Daily Telegraph
commented on the figure's hair, an additional sign of the prostitute
vas believed to be thick black hair.8] This particular critic also
seemed to be awvare that the summation of these various attributes
held significance for viewers:

The girl, thin as Botticell's Venus, sits upright on a bed.

A black ribbon is tied round her throat; her black hair

is brought lov upon her forehead. The bedclothes have just

been thrown back, at one end you see a bit of the mattress.82
Surely this reviewer must have at least suspscted that Steer had
painted a prostitute.

Despite the fact that revievers made no mention of the figure's
confrontational gaze, they could have hardly failed to notice this
element. If they vere avare that the prostitute was believed to
possess a hard glance83, or that a gase vhich met the viewer's had
hy®4, the critics would

become a popular device in erotic pl
have found this image all the more disturbing. At the very least,

out at the viewer, sesmingly avare of her own smxuality. She conducts
her ovn sexual appraisal, rather than passively waiting to satisfy

a lover. This ssmml avarensss would have been disturbing at a time
vhen studies such as Geddes's Jvoluf
issuss of discussion. Peminine abandonsent of a supposedly natural

(1889) were topical

passivity violated biological laws, and therefore threatened the
evolution of the species.83
a prostitute would have been faced with a further disruption of



prevailing beliefs about gender categorization. This wvoman has entered
mrarbiddmte::ita:ycfmmmarﬂmmicmm

her exchange of sexual favours for soney. Furthermore, she can sell
herself repsatedly vithout ever being owned, and her participation

in the economic cycle could conceivably continue without interruption
by pregnancy, because birth control information had been wvidely
available since the 1880s.96 A nude woman has been given power vhen
ideally she should remain powerless, and this transgression of gender
roles further impades the spectator's ability to possess the body

on display.

At least two critics seemed to be avare of this femamle's invasion
of the public sphere, since they described her in terms vhich suggest
the actress, another female public interloper vho could expect to
carn financial revards similar to those offered by prostitution.87
In his notice for the Saturday Beviev., D.S. MacColl characterised
the scene as one of public exhibitionism. “There it is; the curtains
pospously withdrawn from the captivating little doll, all vanity and
gleaming flesh. . . . you cannot have éclat in everything, and éclat
here is ressrved for the voman."88 The
believe that Stesr's nude used cosmstics, and he noted that "her head
is that of the expressionless doll to vhose chesks and lips a little
red has sumarily been given."89 victorians often drev parallels

wves frequently assumsd to be a prostitute as well.90 Therefore, by



the stage could have allowed viewers to negotiate Steer’s image as
a plece of sordid fiction rather than a disturbing selection from
real life.91

Both conservative and progressive critics further attempted to
reduce the threatening power of Steer's nude by describing her
appearance as doll-like. MacColl and the Dajily Teleqraph reviewer
seamed to conflate the notions of doll and actress, as did the critic
for the Dajily News, vho felt the figure's head resesbled that of a
painted d011.92 In a separate reviev for the Studio, MacColl also

on the "very posed” nature of the picture, as well as "the
fallacy of finish,” vhich suggests that he perceived the figure's
"gleaming flesh" as being similar to the texture of a china do11.93
It vas the combination of facial appsarance and disturbingly stiff
posture vhich prompted H.S.'s objections.94 Other reviewers, however,
mntionsd only the body. Q.E.D. described the figure as a "Nuresburg
doll sitting on a bed,” the Quardisn remarted upon the nude’s “small
and toylike* physique,” and R.A.M. Stevenson commnted that the vork
Similarly, the Mning Fost believed that the "position of the voman,

ridiculous, doll-like character.*98 It is apparent that the figure's
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polished. Houever, the fact that eight critics chose to describe this
nude female figure as a doll suggests that more than a purely formal
discourse vas at stake.

It is possible that viewers well acquainted with Newv English
posed for this painting. One might argue that if Laughton could
identify her in his 1971 monograph, that Stesr's contamporaries could
have as vell.97 R.A.M. Stevenson, and the critics for the Daily
name, but certainly it would have been indecent to do so. If they

image of universality; instead of the body in general, the

if Miss Geary's psrsona wvent unnoticed, it is reasonable to assume
that viewers vare still disturbed by the immsdiacy of the image.

It is vortiwhile noting that it vas not the figure's facial features,
reference. If the model’'s face had appsared “typically” French,

an cbjectification of the figure as doll allowed critics to isply
those critics vho described this voman's head as doll-like may mve



familiarity with the voman vho posed for it. By describing this rude
as a doll, critics suggested that this female vas not only harmless,
amusing, and even ridiculous, but to a certain extent, inanimste and
unreal, much like the met

fictitious.

Most importantly, however, an attribution of doll-like qualities
alloved mle viewers to resssert their control over a female body
and Steer's cmission of a descriptive title would have frustrated
paintings as the equivalent to characters in novels. Nor is this
vomen classifiable as any of the standard visual typss. She is not
quite a fesme fatale, nor is she the typical fallen woman. It is
equally difficult to determine the position she might hold in economic
havoc vith viewer expectations and disrupted any smooth process of

Surely it cannot be coincidantal that some critics, albeit likely
mﬂam.anﬁniwmmmmy
to provide sussmant, visual plessure, and an indication of the ower's
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toy is utterly silent, completely powverless, and can be acquired,
used and discarded at vill. Operating at a more conscicus level may
have besn the that doll-play allowed young girls to try
out their future roles as vives and mothers. Perhaps this association
critics to contextualize Stesr's nude as a privately kapt and somsvhat
powerful prostitute.
miﬂiﬁg}tﬂmﬂidﬁiﬁﬁti_ﬁmﬁnijﬁ
unsatisfied, Stesr also placed his figure in a rather comfortable,
though austere, bedroom sstting. Mot only did this setting confound
critics wvho expacted some association with disease or physical decline,
h&ivmﬁgﬁimimtqmr,ﬁm:mhﬂﬁlma
which critics epected vas absent, they attempted to inecribe it
textually upon Steer's scene and style vith a discourse of filth.

Por some critics, this inecription ssemsd to be related to the
a8 grey or dirty. D.S. MacColl, for eample, commmted that
“ashervomen, I an given to understand, are discontented vith the

' -vhites, stasly




under a cold light, is interesting if unlovely.*99 The Quardian also
seemad to be concerned about the cool tomality, since this critic
hoped that the work would "isprove vith time" and that its colour would
*acquire a patima and a glow vhich it very much needs.*100 H.S. seemed
to equate the lurid subject matter vith the background, becauss he

put forth the surprising assertion that the ! vas "1ivid.»101

this comparison could be made in a favourable sense, as in the Magasine
of Art's cbesrvation that "the dark gresn hangings of the bed serve(d)
as an admirable foil to the vhite figure of the girl.” or the Iaily
support for the flesh tints.*102 R.A.M. Stevenson, however, objected
to this technical point, feeling that the flesh was “"mxaggerated in
brightness compared to the brightest vhite of the sheets,” and V.
noted in a similar fashion that the "sase light that vhitans her skin
has the effect of turning the shests grey.”103 (.E.D.‘s outrage at
making the sheets and bolsters of the bed an uncompromising

grey instesd of white, 0 as to acomntuste the flesh-tints
ﬂﬂntﬁ-ﬁMi&Mﬂﬁhmaﬁﬂmm

n of values, should be bensath Mr. Staer's

dignity.
Intriguingly, Q.E.D. vant on to compare this deceit vith the msthods



appears that Steer's nude resisted familiar categories to the extent
that reviewers were driven round in critical circles, and the stylistic
dtmmmmimmmmnmm
seamed to further confuse and frustrate their attempts to resolve
and classify this image. Probably bescause of their experience with
Royal Academy paintings of prostitutes, they wanted to attribute some
form of dirtiness to the scene as an indication of this voman's moral
£ilth. nmutm.m.mmﬂnmmaﬁ
customary critical motions by describing the sheets as grey, they
ssamed to belicve that Steer's use of grey shadows scmshow clesned
up the figure instead of reinforcing associations of dissase and
decline.

At least one critic noticed the somswhat disconcerting contrast
to tell truth. The figure is painted in one convention, and the
wwum:mmzunmwgﬂ-m
sense of discomfort."105 perhaps this reviewer's discomfort stemmed
:mmmmmmtmmuoeanmp_ﬁm
the spectator. Viewsrs say have also been reminded of the similar
mmmawcwem,mmg
mmm-ammm'img According to
Needham, this form of pornography had besn widely available in London
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of similarity between sterececopic pornography and Steer's nude include
a gaze vhich msets the viewar's, the use of an academic pictorial
format of background drapes, and a C

usually from the lower ranks of prostitution.* Finally, Neadham has
pointed out that in contrast to acadamic softening and idealization
of the body, the photograph esphasized the angularity of the huan
form, and he believes that it vas Manet's emphasis on Qlympia's
angularity vhich lent the figure its startling isssdiacy and
reality.106 It sesms entirely possible that this factor affected
readings of Steer's nude in a similar fashion.

no sEnsual Of even Coup ,’,,mgueg. then he did at
lﬂtgﬁlmmmﬁpﬂnﬂmﬂm
clothes, he agpsars to have heen tecrified by viat e
discovered bansath, and only by dmpriving them of their
swoal attractivenses could he bring himself to paint them.
He treated their bodies as inanisate lumpe of flesh and,
as if to esphesise their ssxicsmmess, l» frequently imposed
impossible distortions on their lisks, or required them
to hold themselves in positions of unguinly painfulness.10®
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commends Steer for having attempted to paint the “fleshly, hairy
reality” of femle sexuality, msaning essentially that Stesr had not
eliminated pubic hair.109 However, the 1896 A Nude (Fig. 1), the
1897 Seated Pemple Nude (Fig. 5), and the 1898 S ] '

Bt (Pig. E)mgﬂﬁﬂm-ﬂiamﬂntﬂnpgie:mhm

rather than revealed. The pubis of
72lﬂ§z§)hn§mtm3yﬂiplitimﬁfﬂilm:
of shading is evident in the 1896-98 Standing Pemale Nude (Fig. 8)

Furthermore, his assertion that Steer coped vith his ssxual
ifﬂ‘-“\iIﬂmﬂﬂ-ﬁhﬂf_hfmmnfmﬁth
difﬂanty.thhimﬂhﬂmnﬂ-MMcf
to is much more characteristic of the advenced studies or finished
nude fesale bodies.110




helplessly reliant on "masculine enterprise,” and he applies his theory
of formal defacement through exaggeration of pose and proportion to
these vorks as well.lll Harrison conciudes that Leighton's images
were "designed to console and reinvigorate his beleaguered male
audience” as compensation for the "fast-vanishing spirit of traditional
femininity” during the 1880s and 1870s.112 One vonders how Harrison

would account for Ingres's distortion of femmle proportion in paintings

vhich vere executed before the onslaught of lats nineteent)

feminism. In addition to these problems, the fact that he attributes
similar motives to Steer and Leighton, without fully acknow

their divergent positions vithin the NEAC and the Academy, indicates
that he selected their imeges on the basis of a superficial
compatibility with his preconceived and primsrily literary theory.
Unfortunately, in his attespt to provide a twentieth-century
decoding of these paintings, Harrison takes no account of how Steer's

#ad he investigated the reception of this work, he might have realized
that his own theories about Steer and the 1896 critical commsntary
are resarkably similar. Both parties vere more or less disturbed
because the image defied the leisurely consusption to vhich male
viewers had been, and to a large extent, are still accustomsd, and
both used their perceptions of the figure's avivardness as 2 meens

to marginalise the work. While the 1896 critics sesmed to have desired
an English version of a Rococo-style nude, Harrison vishes that Steer



Harrison desires a pleasurably digested English Renoir.l13

In addition to his theory of painterly sutilation as coping
strategy, Harrison further contextualizes Steer's anxiety-ridden
attempts to paint the nude vithin a biographical and developmental
framevork of increasingly adult sexual preference. Because of Steer's
relationship vith the adoleacent Rose Pettigrew, Harrison believes
that Steer’'s A Summer's Bvening (Fig. 9: 1887-88), as well as various
“chamise " representationsof Rose (Figs. 10 and 11: 1892-94) can be
read as evidence of Steer's platonic but ssxmlly-charged obssssion
vith pubescent females. Harrison also arguss that Steer graduated
to a suitably mature interest in adult female bodies after his falling-
out vith Rose, and therefore explains the later 1890s nudes as evidence
of "a radical change in his sexual proclivities which can be dated with
some precision as taking place soon after the termination of his
engagement to Rose.*114 =Ag far as [Steer's) peinting vas concerned,
the immsdiate result of his separation from Rose wvas that he became
obssssed by the nude."115 Hence Harrison isplies that Steer's sexual
immaturity would not allow him to use Rose as a nude model, but that
once their relationship had ended, Steer ssmshov achieved sexual
maturity, and became interested in adult female bodies. What
Harrison's theory overlooks is the fact that it would indeed have
been remarxable if Steer had exhidited nude repressntations of his
fiancke, since her identity would have been immediately recognized.
Mpmtmamummumnmmmmm
Club's previous shows, and she had posed for many well-known academic
artists as well. Instead of accepting Harrison's problematic theory
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of sexual development, a much simpler and more reasonable explanation
can be substituted. The 1896 to 1902 nudes should be considered as
the next phase in Steer's continued exploration of two recurring
issues: female sexuality and painting style as a visual language.

Steer's repsated representation of the female nude seems to have
stemmed partially from an interest in experimenting with various visual
traditions. Isolation and repetition of the nude allowed him to study
the way in vhich different inflections of style could affect subject
matter, similar to the fashion in vhich a speaker's choice of
particular words contributes to the message's content.!16 Instead
of stylistic groping, Steer‘'s formal “inconsistency” becomes a form
of rather sophisticated experimsntation with style as a visual language
in vhich the paintings spsak for themselves.ll? Obviously more vas
at stake than the painting of pastiche. It seems unlikely that Steer
would have described A Nude as his masterpiece, much less exhibited
it at all, if he had believed it to be a mere copy. Purthermore,
once he had shown the work and been charged with plagiarism, it sesms
doubtful that he would have persisted vith this visual experimsntation,
and continued to exhibit these nudes, if he were not convinced that
his vork vas significant.

The fact that both the stiffly posed nudes and the more luscious
Rococo-style bodies were painted during the same time frame further
supports a theory that Steer regarded the two series as being parallel,
rather than mutually exclusive. Issuss overlapped and merged; the
pose of A Mude Seated on 3 S0fa found its way into The Tollet of Venus
(Fig. 12), vhile an intriguingly rigid body beceme the subject of
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Sleep (Fig. 2).
Steer also seemed to be incorporating a critique of the social

vithin a study of the sexual, a strategy which shared much in common

vith Aubrey Bearsley's. Steer and Beardsley may not have besen personal

friends, but they were at least professional allies; Bearcsley belonged

to the NEAC, and Steer's "chemise" images had been published in the

Yellow Book (Fig. 11). The preponderance of female images among

Beardsley's works for the Yellov Book suggests a deliberate exploration

of female smxuality and social placement, and he, too, appeared to

be interested in a conflation of the Nev Woman and prostitute.l18

It seams entirely possible that Steer was attracted by similar issues,

uuatmamimmeomunotmtmqmautm

in black and vhite illustration. Perhaps Steer's familiarity with

Beardsley's style and subject matter prompted his own creation of

the off-putting stiff pose and polished body of A Nude, and it may

be that Steer deliberately conceived the work as both an artistic

challenge to traditional patterns of viewing and a social critique

of Victorian middle-class morality.
Mmimﬂmmimtvithﬂnwmmdn

pornography provided, as well as a corresponding visual bite with

smoothly painted bodies and avkvard posss. He also dallied with the

erotic titillation of the partially disrobed or nearly naked, and

this tmttmdmmmimofﬂnmw

photograph!l® cocurs in Seated Pesale Made, which festures a vomn

removing her black stocking, and in Saated Mude - The Black Hat.

Mmmamh_dtmmmmm.



but still wearing her hat.

for exhibition. the 1898 mude vith the blac':. hat is a wore finished

vork vhich Steer probably would have exhibited, except for the advice

of friends vho d him that the painting wvas "indecent”.

in cormon vith her sisters in stereocscopic pornography to be acceptable
as High Art. Nevertheless, a picture vas worthless unless it had
*sting”.120 The creation of visual "sting” seems to have bsen an
issue vhich Steer vas very much interested in pursuing, and in the
case of A Nude, this bite wvas achieved vith disquieting style,
suspicious subject matter and inflassmatory sources of artistic
inspiration. Faced vith this aesthetic dilessm, Steer apparently
decided that it vas simply less botherto lsave So

series for a picture vhich straddled the fine line betwvesn the
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CHAPTIR TVRER
STEER A0 THE KIGHTENNTH CENTURY

Steer continued to explore female sexuality with something of a
visual sting in the nude paintings vhich he showed at the Nev English
Art Club in 1898 and 1901. However, in Sleep and The Mirror (Figs.
2 and 3), he utilized stylistic devices from the eighteenth-century
French Rococo, rather than the nineteenth-century French avant-garde.
Steer likely created a parallel Rococo series in order to pursue
similar issuss, yet avoid the animosity and adverse response vhich
had greeted A Nude in 1896. Perhaps Steer had also considered the
favourable reception accorded Tonks's "Watteau-1ike fancy" at this
time.l The trial of Oscar Wilde may have also acted as a ceutionary
lmformmmmmmiuya&mdid. The
mrginalization of Beardsley's images of New Women on the basis
of their implicit critique of Victorian middle-class morality might
hlwauoimmseurﬂnmdtormuty if sting were
to be effective.2

miMyStnrmd-nyounnmmﬂutmamlw
eightesnth-century tradition allowed artists to paint the nude body
vithout seriocus repercussions. Prederick Wedmore ha ! noted in his
1883 Motes on French Kighteenth Century Art that Boucher‘s "notion
of Olympus vas chiefly that it wvas a mountain on vhich the husmn
form might be undraped with impunity.*3 The equation of female
form and natural besuty established during the Rococo vas seised
upon by many of Steer’'s Inglish contemporaries, and works which



capitalized on this tradition wvere exhibited consistently at the
Academy ancd Nev Gallery during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.4

However, just as the sources for Manet's Qlympja or Steer's
A Nude could be as respectable as Titian's Venus of Urbino or as
disreputable as modern erotic photographs, a reworking of the French
Rococo tradition could carry associations as venerable as Boucher
or Fragonard, as questionable as Beardsley, or as unsavoury as the
debased version of eighteenth-century style used for popular
pornographic prints.5 Therefore, by evoking the eighteenth century,
Steer continued his experiments with disturbing allusions to
pornography, and also introduced a new wealth of associative msaning
vhich played upon paradoxss and oppositions betwesn the nature of
artifice, the revival of decadence, and the modernity of tradition.

In order to assess Steer's relationship vith the French Rococo,
the complexity of the fin-de-sidcle's construction of the eightsenth
century must be addressed. Just as historians drev decadent parallels
betvesn the Roman and British espires, similar comparisons wvere
mde betwesn fin-de-sidcle and eighteen-century Britain. Thoee
vho referred to Britain as a modern-day Rome often did so in order
to drav agresable parallels of imperial strength, but just as
frequently, these historical associations took the form of a
cautionary lesson vhich demonstrated points of similarity bestwesn
nineteenth-century decadence and the last gasps of the Roman Bwpire.6
In a similar fashion, the eightesnth century might be held up as
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aftermsth of these events could also be quoted as an ominous
foreshadowing of the nineteenth century's Boer var and Irish
conflict.”

England’'s eightsenth century in an 1880 Contemporary Review article,
in vhich he countered the view expressed by G.H. Curtis in a series
of 1871 Oxford lectures. According to Curtis, there "is no one,
probably, now living who does not congratulate himself ‘hat his

lot was not cast in the Eighteenth Century. It has become, by general
consent, an object for ridicule and sarcasm. Its very dress and
airs had somsthing about them vhich irresistibly moves a smile."8
Hillebrand, however, preferred to characterize the eighteenth century
as an "era of increased political liberty, of revival in literature,
and of remarxable religious developmant,” and believed that "such

a century need not shrink from comparison vith any other, even in
the glorious annals of English history.=9

a Golden Age, and defined this temporal context for England as
'mmanthde&ﬂmﬂtﬁrﬁmtﬁME
(1714-1793)," and believed the “eighty years of comparative non-
w1m“mﬁlﬂ£§§§11i—jlijmtlﬂtﬁ£§lm
of the eighteenth century.”10 Harrison agresd vith Hillebrand that
this period vas characterized by pesace, industrial prosperity and
expansion, and he, too, took care to address the opposing viev of
the century.



The era as a vhole (%0 far from being trivial, sceptical,

fraudulent, or suicidal) was, in all its central and highest
momants, an era of hope, miﬁ; industry, i,ﬂhimity.
fullﬁfh-tnn?:ﬁanfat, . t rusting human

mlyatkmillahﬂﬂﬁkigaa!mmmm
the essence of the eightesnth century, than the Irish
atrocities and the commmne of Paris are the essence of
the nineteenth.ll

According to Harrison, the English painters and sculptors of

the eightesnth century still resained among the "greatest”, and

examples vas dictated by his topic, but certainly the fact that
he vas able to praise these artists so highly reflects the increasing
avareness and appreciation of national heritage at the end of the
century.

The British enthusiasm for French art of the eighteenth century
had also attained such heights that one writer referred to it as
a "mania®.13 Several exhibitionsof old master paintings took place
particular favourites at these shows wvere Reynolds, Gainsborough,
to the British nation of the Wallace Collection, with its eighteenth-
century masterpieces, vas also a subject of great excitemant.
Presumably Steer and his British audience vere familiar vith the
collection's contents, as many of the items had besn loaned for
miemneimmmmnmlmmmm
Bhibition, and the 1890 Royal Academy 0ld Masters Bxhibition.
the Bethnal Gresn Mussum from early in 1872 until April 1073, vhare
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it vas viewed by some five million visitors. Following the bequest,
a great deal of debate ensued regarding the appropriate housing
and display of the workslS, but eventually the Government decided
that the collection should resmin at Hertford House, and the museum
formally opened its doors in June 1900. 16

The art of the eighteenth century had also been popularizsd
through a wvide range of engraved
historical discussion in periodical reviews, sonographs and general
studies of the period. During the 1890s and early twentieth cantury,

monographs vhich treated Velazquez, Gainsborougl
as well as a wore general survey entitled English Sc

by Portfolio. According to Claude Phillips, the suthor of the Wattesu
monograph, the "irresistible fascination® for Watteau had besn
stimilated by the publication of the Goncourt Brothers's L'Art du

1881 and 1895, examined several French Rococo artists, including

Watteau, Chardin, Boucher, Greuze and Fragonard.

In his article for Nj
attributed this passion for Rococo art to a more general upsving
of interest in Fremch subjects. He belioved this nev interest had
from an avarensss of Parisian life-style through repocts in the
daily press. Like others vho sought to establish traditiomal




modern variations in art “chiefly consisted in a return to the style
of the eightesnth century.” Significantly. he also argued that
this revival of decadent taste was particularly suited to 4

modern life.18

Evidently an evocation of the eighteenth century possessed
layers of mesaning vhich simultanecusly encompassed and shifted
Sence~ .19

betveen the poles of "Augustan glory” and "delicious de

The signification of Rococo style or subject could also move between
a nostalgic view of England's Golden Age and the wodern social

critique of Beardsley and the decadents. For certain viewers,

vhile others perceived this technique as "modern”. The Nev Critics
and many of the NEAC artists seessd able to accommocCate comfortably
both "old" and "nev® under the impressionist usbrella. Steer,

for example, owned a few Etty paintings, and collected engravings
after Watteau, Fragonard, and Boucher, as well as photographs of
Degas‘'s work.20 It is entirely possible that it wvas precisely
potential vhich attracted Steer to the French Rococo, and provided
further stimulus for the exploration of painting as a visual language
in Sleep (1898) and The Mirror (1901).

or semi-nude atations of the female body, in addition to

Steer's own Slegp, appeared at the 1898 NEAC Suwwer Ehibition.
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partially covered, The figure is seated on the ground in a forest
setting, and the body fills the canvas.2l Although Shannon received

some minor objections regarding his drau wwhip22 and *dirty-

greenish flesh tints,"23 the fact that Wounded Ammzon had recently
received a gold medal at the International Art Exhibition of Munich
probably ensured i favourable reception at the NEAC as well. The
Dajly Telearaph drew attention to this illustrious b

“above” all others in the exhibition, and furthermore placed these
two artists in "absolute contrast” to Steer.24

The other nude entry in this exhibition wvas William Strang's
Diana.2> Strang's “inher
who described the figure as a "fat, middle-aged voman vith coms

t love of ugliness” enraged Q.E.D.,

on her toes!"26 Most critics, however, reponded to Diana in a
somevhat wore positive fashion. The Mogning Post., for exasple,
that this figure and those of the attendant nymphs vere “solidly
painted and modelled vwith zealous skill. 'H-i:ﬂiﬂiyélm
harmoniously with the rich hues of the landecepe."?’ The Standard
believed that the merit of this "singular mixture of the grotssque
and the good” resided "entirely in the modelling and painting of
the opulent foreground figure,*28 and the Daily Telsgraph rescted
similarly, describing the "fleeing femmle figure in orange draperies”
modelled,” as tne "best feature in the design."29 The Daily Mewe



added, "How accurately (Strang] can model is seen in 'Diana,’ although

there is little that is classical in the three goddesses. . . .*

Nevertheless, according to this critic, the nude "such as this,

is void of all offense, but the same cannot be said of ‘Sleep,’

by Mr. Wilson Steer, vhich is as uncompromising in colour as in

pose.”30 Although the robust form of Diana seems to have posed

difficulties for certain viewers, this nude wvas evidently preferable
Whether the critics were offended or pleased with Steer's

the vork, given Steer's increasing reputation vhich no doubt resulted

position,” but the Tigeg felt that Steer's nude possessed

"undeservedly the first place in the room."3! Truth resarked that

it vas "an i{ll-advised act on the part of the Hanging Committee

prominent position msant that critics were unable to avoid the
issue entirely, the more conservative critics tended to circuswent
the subject, as did the Globe, vho buried a brief mention of a
“nude figure” by Steer within a listing of ssveral artists and
paintings.33 The )Magazine of Art chose to satisfy resders who
expected a "Steer reviev" by mmntioning his A Yista in a sslection
Slesp. 34 The Zndey Times preferred a strategy of brevity and

condamation, simply noting that Stesr's nude wvas "quite repellent,”



vhile the Times would "say only that we have seen better pictures
of the same subject."33

In complete opposition to the negative opinions published
in the Times, Sunday Times, MM. vere the entirely
*flesh painting” in this representation of “a nude girl slumbering

on red drapery” vas "delicate in colour and skilfully modelled,*36
mmmmmm@inimm&. P. Wilson Steer's
heautiful nude figure . . . is a delightful example of the fact
that painting - modern oil-painting, that is - is the wost flaxible
impressions and of the most exquisite delicecy of differentiation.*37
As neither the Daily Graghic noc the St. Jumes Gagette seemsd to

be proponents of New Criticism, their complete approval is somsvhat
surprising, especially since the two New Critics and acknoviedged

stock response to a nude painting, in vhich the reviewer commants
favourably about delicate flesh tints and graceful pose. Cartainly
the Iaily Graghic's description of Steer's colour trestmmmt as
delicate calls his critical abilities into question. Perhaps both
that Stesc's descriptive title and mobilisation of the Rococo allowed
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them to viev the imsge without problematic disruption.

The other ten revievers, conservative and progressive alike,
responded to the 1898 Sleep using a critical format similar to
that vhich characterized the reception of Steer's 1896 A Nude.
This format consisted primarily of acknowledging Steer's technical
expertise and reputation, raising specific objections to the subject
matter and form of Sleep, and questioning Steer's motives for
producing such an image. Truth noted that Sleep vas "painted vith
considerable force," as did the Daily Telegraph, vho also reluctantly
admitted that the "cleverly disposed® draperies and couch made
for "cunning harmonies."38 The Daily Chromicle prefaced his notice
vith the assertion that Sleep wvas a "capital study of a wvoman

Mocning Post commsnted favourably on the *strength of lighting”
and the “painting of some red drapery."39 R.A.M. Stevenson felt
that Steer's “principle of exscution (vas) well enough and the
accessocy good,” and D.S. MacColl believed that although Steer
had blunder(ed] magnificently” in this instance, "it would be hard
to find a man who could fail so far on towards success."40
ﬂntmmm”wﬂtiﬁnﬂumgﬂlhﬂ@m
peinters by 1898 might have assured him a certain amount of criticesl
attention, but it cbvicusly did not guarantee him favourable reviews.
Indesd, some critics were inclined to judge him more harshly becsuse
of their acquaintance with his undeniable abilities. Thus the
Sandard vrote: "We judge Mr. Stesr, of course, by high standards -~
are ready, that is,to pronounce him dissppointing in work which
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would be very promising indeed in a man of vhom little was kmown.*4l
A.H.P. discussed this issue at some length in his VNestminster Gagstte

reriew:

i;amﬁmpmt&hmﬂ;ﬁthmmnﬁ
of his art has hardly a superior, either in England or
elsevere. He has learned his painting in a good school,
he has courage to the verge of audacity, and he ssldom,
if ever, fails entirely. His last year's nude shouved
mtam-mhmmmmm
of draving. He has shown again and again a subtlety
afimi#inﬁnmlmﬂﬂﬂmgtg—eﬁimig

the most difficult effects into a synthetic vhole that
avince a mturity of inovledge and a mastery of touch
that puts hardly any conceivable limit to the possibilities
of his achievamant. . . . Of the thres pictures ve lave
here doubtless the most asbitious is the large nude entitled
‘Sleap.’ It doss not nesd a very acute eye to remark
the very wonderful triumphs that are esbodied in this
oxceedingly unpleasant canvas. It is no exaggeration

to say that the red-lined robe is simply msterly. And
yet hov futile a masterpiece! . . . It cannot be altogether
an easy thing for a man of Stesr's rare capecity to make,
in many respects, so careful a study of the nude and

yet succead in making it so uncompromisingly hideous. . . .
I think the more sincerely one admires [Steer's) unique
povers as a painter, the more heartily one would dsplore
the 4,mxa—m¢mmdimm
m:i

A.H.P. vas cbviocusly unsettled by the fact that an artist of Steer's

Thres other critics ssnsed that Steer's technical ability
contained a subversive strategy in vhich painterly virtuosity drev

because up to a certain point, we are guite sure that wve shall find
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and cbeerved cthat this artist seemsd “"determined to startle and
surprise rather than to satisfy,"44 and the Daily Teleqraph echoed
Cleverness,” and cautioning readers that "the desire to dazzle

and astonish, coupled vith the power in a certain sense to fully
achieve vhat is sought for in this direction is not in itself anough

to establish a solid and enduring artistic position.*45

or "clever® Steer's artistic production might be, it also demonst

unfortunately, in his eagerness to shine as a Jack of many styles,
he has made himsslf a master of none."46 The Daily Telegrsoh also
in modern art. But - wve have said it sore than once before - he

om. . . ."¥7 Possibly these two critics recalled the accusations
hurled at Stesr’'s 1096 A Nude. as their commnts isply that e
avarensss of the stylistic divergence betvesn the 1896 work and
delibarately psrverse in producing mude imaces vhich defied the




rustosss privilege of possession. The two critics conveyed this
bel:»/ through the convenient "shorthand® of classical wmythology,
as M™roteus, the herdssan of Neptune, vas able to adopt different
‘arms at wvill, and did so0 in order to avoid capture and confinemsnt.
Mot only did Steer's fesale bodies disrupt established patterns
of viewing, they eluded the critical grasp as well.

In choosing to paint a sleeping wvoman, Stesr vas once again
working vith a theme vhich vas perenially popular in Royal Acedemy
exhibitions. As Adeline Tintner has demonstrated, between the
late 18608 and the late 1890s in England, the slesping voman became
an "almost obsessive subject,” vith the femmle figure "in a pose
of slesp and unconscicusness vhich she had never really taken
a nostalgic retreat from the frantic pace of mocern industrial
vith changing female roles at the end of the ninetesnth century.48

slesp, yst not desd. She becomss a still-life thet is
paradoxically alive.49
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vill be postponed until the moment of the Prince's kiss. Sexual
mxismimwm-nm.munmgm
is granted similar powver in the sleeping women tradition as
established by Leighton, Moore, and Burne-Jones.

Bram Dijkstra, in his Jdols of Perversity, discusses paintings
of the sleeping woman as evidence in support of his thesis that
a "virulent misogyny infected all the arts” of fin-de-siécle
culture.30 According to Dijkstra, "portrayals of women vhose
cbvicus inanition seemsd to prove that slesp wvas death and death
vas slesp became a source of endless delight among late ninetesnth-
century painters.” This fetishization of sleep allowed the male
viewer to indulge in "plessurable morbidity, in thoughts of ssnsual
arcusal by a voman vho appsared to be safely deed, and therefore
also safely beyond actual temptation. . . ."5! In an altermative
reading of the sleeping voman, Dijkstra hypothesizes that this
feminine state of exhaustion repressnted the aftermsth of
masturbation.

m-eu-mwuauyMymiawg-pj—;:-

mmmamwmﬁm
favored by the Pre-Rapheelites. m.ﬂﬂﬂrﬁﬁ

'idouotmm.mdimuymmtbmaﬁ:
Ww«:_'.u-mﬁm



Despite their differences in interpretation of the slesping
of the sleeping female enabled the artist and audionce to deny
the changes vhich were taking place in the female role during this
late-nineteenth century period. According to their arguments,
plsasurable or perverse fantasization in
vhich the reassertion of male dominance became the key ingredient.

However, in their broad application of a "Zaitgeist™ methodology,
fascination wvith mantal processes and the workings of the conscious
and unconscicus mind, vhich appsared in the minstream British
press during this period. Although Freud's The Interpretation

of Dreams vould not be published until 1909, the exploration of
the psyche had attracted many scientists, writers, and artists

subject becams the topic of wany articles and narratives published

Clearly, any theory vhich attempts to explain the crestion and

vhich slesping, dresming and related mantal activities held for



realm, in vhich “the mystery of your being is more clearly revealed
to you in certain dreams than in the waking state. . . ."55 writers
also speculated that human "Will® was relaxed during sleep, vhich

sboence of restrictive codes.36 Perhaps because certain inhibitions

those faculties are most in action which have been least
odhausted during the day. . . . Dreams are somstimes

said to be the reflex of our waking thoughts, and the
exponents of the soul's character. . . . Hence ve conclude
that some dreams originate from curselves, from our bodily
ssnsations and mntal proclivities, and as such are often
vain and idle like curselves, ﬂ‘iglt some are positively
devilish and solicit us to evil

character as wvell as influence waking thought, feeling and
conduct38, it is hardly surprising that most Victorian artists

mm:nmiﬁiwmaﬁaniﬂ_him
mt vith a topical discourse vhich required a statessnt
mmmmmarmmm The fact
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as natural and the voman as closer to nature.

The outrage vhich the New English Art Club critics expressed
in their reviews of Steer's Sleep was generated primarily by vhat
revievers must have perceived as a complete denial of the sleeping
voman tradition of passive and vulnerable fesamle bodies, artfully
displayed for the viewer's inspection. Instead of a sweetly
slumbering bsauty, viewers were greeted vith an actively sexual
voman vho clutches her left breast, and parts her thighs vith the
left knee held up and avay from the sofa in a manner utterly
inconsistent with the relaxation of the body during sleep. As
the Dajly Nevs remarked, this fesmle has "no charm of attitude,
none of that feline inertness of muscle vhich makes a sleeping
voman 0 bsautiful a thing.”39 R.A.M. Stevenson felt that Steer's
picture showed "no sentiment and no feeling for the subtleties
of the thing treated,” vhile the Daily Telegraph pronounced the
work "wulgar in its literalness. 50

about the implication of the hand on the breast, how this might

be related to the impossibly avkward pose, and vhy Steer would
“uncompromising” nature of the voman's pose, vhile R.A.M. Stevenson
described the figure as a "stiff doll, right in the rough, but
rudely shaped.”Sl A.H.P. pronounced the pose “"graceless and vulger®
and continued: "Is it so certain that composition and the arrangemnt
of the female form into some kind of pattern that is plessing is

80 utterly unworthy of a man's attention that he should deliberatsly



choose a pattern that is revolting? For this is vhat Mr. Steer
has done. . . .62 similar to Stevenson's resark, Truth noted
the “impossibly wooden" pose, and further commented that “the pose
is unspeakably awvkward and constrainod, especially for 2 voman
vho is supposed to be asleep, and as to her limbs, you could

positively knock nails into them."63 The
the "form of the sitter” to be "ill chosen" and “"painted vith more
force than truth, variety or subtlety; the attitude is the avkvard
and constrained one of the unintelligent model: There is nothing
of sleep or repose suggestad, but, on the contrary, every muscle
appears tense in the effort to keep the pose."64 The Standard
commented on the dubious nature of the title as well, asking, "And
does his nude figure of 'Sleep' cuite justify itself and its title?
The head slesps, and the hand slesps, but the rest of the figure -
is it really quiescent? Has it no conscious effort, no suscular
action?"65 Pinally, D.S. MacColl cbjected that there was "nothing
in the gawky attitude or stiff modelling to redesm the affair;
least of all in the cbvicusly msndacious title 'Sleep’."66

In some senses, these commnts directed at Steer's draving
and modelling couldhave besn intendsd by the conssrvative critics
as evidence of a badly painted and therefore insignificeant work.
However, the concern expressed regarding the title's veracity case
from all quarters, including the more reactionary critics as well
ocbviously disturbed by the smoml isplications of the pose of this
seemingly slesping voman, and certainly Steer's impossible



combination of pose and title presented viewers with an awkwvard
dilessa. It appears that this femmle is experiencing a form of
sexual pleasure that Goes not require male participation.67 Scmehow
this issue had to be reconciled vwith the belief that feminine desire

wvas pathological and deviant, and that the » voman did

not regard intercourse as pleasurable, but sulmitted to her husband
in order to bear children and satisfy his desires. Steer's reference
to the natural realm of sleep thus became highly problematic, as

it implied that this voman's true nature, and perhaps that of all
vomen, vas essentially sexual and therefore naturally deviant.
Without direct evidence, one cannot state unequivocally that Steer
had intended a universal statement. However, it seess possible,

as he gave the vork an all-encompassing title and also included
other natural signs, such as the bouquet of flowers at the bottom
right, and the painted landscape on the back wvall. Osrtainly,

any suggestion that feminine nature was pathologically deviant

would have been extremely disturbing during a period vhen so much
attention vas directed toward solving the "Woman Question® and

theredby preserving the familial and imperial foundation. Those

critics vho refussd to accept that Steer's nude wvas slesping vere

confronted with an equally disturbing possibility. If this voman
In order to negotiate the discomfort which Steer's Slesp

provoked, the critics resorted to a strategy of displ
mrginalization vhich shared much in common vith the 1896 commsntary
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regarding A Nude. In addition to the rigid pose, reviewers also

skin. While these issues could be discussed strictly in terms

of Steer's brighter "impressionist” palette, as well as his departure
from the academic tradition of darker-toned masculine bodies as
opposed to pliant and pearly female flesh, the language vhich these

categories, they were able to position this fesmle as "Other” and
thus marginalize any threat posed by the immge.

the red drapery in Slesp, and although much of this attention must
be attributed to the dominance of the drapery as a compositional
element, their descriptive language indicates that the form, colour

and lwaurious appe of the material created disturbing

shoulders of the figure wvere envelopsd in the material, three critics
read the drapery as a discarded item of clothing, perhaps making
"clad, or rather unclad in a crimson-1ined closk,” vhile A.H.P.
referred to a "red-linedrobe,” and Q.2.D. described the garment

the “scarlet” mass of colour.58 The Daily Mews similarly described
it *flaming scarlet.*®® The Daily Chronicls noted thet Slgep wes

a "little violent in the red of the drapery,” while D.S. MacColl
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resarked upon the "screaming red” and believed that this red
conquere{d] and the flesh retire(d] defeated as something brown."70
MacColl's criticism, with its vaguely biblical allusion to weakening
of the flesh, suggests that the woral spirit of this vosan had been
overcome by worldly and fleshly evils, and she vas therefore a fallen
voman. The choice of the adjective "scarlet” implies that critics
may have even had a particular fallen or "scarlet” woman in mind,
Letter (1850). Because Hester Prynne had “"fantastically esbroidered
and illuminated® her scarlet letter ‘A', the esblem vhich this

as vell as her suspicious love of finery also coincided wvith popular
only vas showy attire felt to signify the fallen woman, but the very
vomen astray.’? FPossibly NEAC vievars sensed a resssblance betwesn
the "scarlet voman" and Steer's smxual slesper vith her vivid red

tradition of the fallen woman as suffering or repsntant, and indeed,

fallen wvoman, reviewers mnaged to avoid the isplication that Steer
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and "screaming® also suggests a rhetoric of hysteria. Critics my
have recalled Max Nordau's theories of derangement as applied to
impressionist painters, and his assertion that red was a particularly
favoured colour among sufferers.’3 These adjectives, then, may have
implied that Steer's Sleep was the product of a deranged mind and
not worthy of serious consideration. However, MacColl's description
of the red as "screaming” should also be considered within the context
of his noted distaste for highly keyed palettes. Given his repsated
championing of Steer, it is unlikely that he intended to marginalize
him as deranged or hysterical. R.A.M. Stevenson, also considered
a Steer supporter, did not include a description of drapery colour
in his review, but his reference to the crudity of the image may
reflect his customary negative response to bright colour as well.
Both MacColl and Stevenson consistently attacked chromatic brilliance
as vulgar, insincere, and gaudy.74
mmawa-ymmiemmm
4 sense of claustrophobia or spatial compression, as Steer's layers
of patterning and painterly brushstroke tend to flatten the image
ummcammmmammaﬂmﬁ;
fashion. None of the fiftesn revievers commented on this aspact
of style, but perhaps they did not posssss the modernist critical
such perceptions.”> Kate Flint has pointed out that even D.S. MacOoll,
who seemed to understand Impressionism more completely then his
English contemporaries, had great difficulty in acoepting the
modernist assertion of flat canves surface. Purthermore, she charts
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an increasing conservatism and preference for sculpturesque form

in MacColl's critical judgments toward the end of the century, amd
both factors help to explain MacColl's negative commsntary regarding
Sleep.76 R.A.M. Stevenson's preference for vhat he described as

“aerial volume” or "enveloping air® say also explain his belief that
Sleep lacked refinemsnt, because of its flattening, rather than
amplification of space.”’

Critics may have also associated hysteria vith the figure's
rigid and sexxual pose, as masturbators vere also believed to suffer
Intriguingly, hynosis wvas advocated as a treatmsnt for mantal disorders
and the "correction of vicious habits,"79 and parallels were frequantly
vell as mesmerism, animal magnetism, induced slesp and artificial
observed in states of artificial scsmabulism as well. *“The eyes
state of relaxation as . . . vith lethargy.83 Perhaps a further
of self-abuse and the increasing susceptibility to hypnotism vith
escalating susceptibility, primarily beceuse they believed that the
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operators.*84 If NEAC critics were avare of these issues, all of
vhich had been discussed in accessible periodical reviews, and videly
read manuals of health and religion85, Steer's imsge would have
become problematic on several levels. Perhaps this voman vas a
scmeone responsible for her sexual perversion. However, such a
fenmle gender, albeit disturbing, would have also assisted viewvers

in marginalizing this womsn as completely aberrant and atypical.
Nevertheless, vhile these strategies did help viewers to avoid the

of an art vhich should in fact aim to be "universal”.

In addition to the pose and drapery, certain reviewers also
model the form. On a formal level, this issue can be read as distaste
by Acedemic painters. Although the conservative resction can be
d partially in terms of adverse reaction to Steer's somswvhat
ispressionist technique, it vas probably his equation of bright colour
and wulgarity vhich prampted D.S. MacOoll's mgative response to

’;m--ﬁmm-mmm
—mﬂthm':-ﬂhtm&
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his repeated attespts to define the movement in British periodicals.
Furtherwore, in the same reviev, MacColl wrote favourably regarding
Steer's A _Vista87, in vhich he noted the influence of both Monet
and Constable. Finally, the same technique, vith more conventional
colouring, would be praised by MacColl vhen he reviewed a Steer nude
at the NEAC 1901 Winter Bxhibition.

The critics vho disputed Steer's treatmsnt of colour referred
to the model as brown-skinned, a description vhich suggests the racial
Other.88 D.5. MacColl and the critics for Truth. the Daily News.
and the Dajly Telearaph all commented on the figure's “brown” or
"brune” skin, wvhile C.E.D. noted that it wvas not “possible that
living flesh could be of exactly the same tint and valus as the drab
linen that covers the sofa."89 R.A.M. Stevenson believed that the
figure appeared "as if whittled out of brown wood vith a psninife,”
similar to his 1896 commsnts regarding A Nude, vhich he described
as a vooden dol1.90

An invocation of the racial Other provided viewers with an
acosptable explanation for this "slesping® women's sexuality, as
vomsn of other races were believed to be "naturally” primitive, extic,
and sexually voracious. Sander Gilmen has argusd that black skin
became the Victorian icon for deviant ssxamlity, in a sign system
mwmwmmc—umuymmi
colonial control over native populations.9! Purthermore, according
to George Mosse, degeneration and deviancy becams closely linked
in a form of racist pathology.

The concepts of degensration and the survival of the fittest
inevitably hecame embroiled vith Buropssn racism. The
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mﬂﬂm of inferior races vas similar in almost
eVery | t to that applied to so-called sexual degenerates.
ﬁum&mm‘m-ﬂgﬂ_mﬁu_.ﬁ

80 vere the fears vhich inspired tham. Lack of morality
m@tﬁhm&ieﬂmiﬂzimm.w
of its lack of self-discipline and proper spirituality.?

Evidently, the distancing of Steer's nude as racial Other permitted

provide reassurance that this deviance posed no threat to the British
family, society, or Bmpire.

Approximately half of the reviewers also attempted to label
Slesp as a “study” in order to reduce viewing anxieties. Truth
described the work as a "study of the female nude figure,” and D.S.
MacColl, as well as the critics for the Mogning Post. Times and Daily
chronicle, all sade similar references to this painting as a study.93
The Daily Telegraph believed this "study of a nude® was artistically
insignificant,” and stated that although "studies” such as Slesp
vere "very vell to ‘kesp one's hand in;' they nsed not, however,
be dragged before the public.*94 A.H.P. ws also disillusioned
vith Steer:

Yi::nﬁl:mr mliﬂ_mmmjﬂtﬂmﬂi:immiﬁ
diseg agmimmaﬂlum '

m:ﬁﬂiﬁ_ ﬁmtmmji:ﬂ-tlﬂﬂthm
a mturity of cepability shouid rest satisfied with such
a strange immaturity of artistic conception.®:
This critical strategy, vhich positioned Steer as an "imsmture” artist,
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Finmally, a description of Sleep as a study would have recalled the
acacemic tradition of sterile anatomical study in life class, and
may have provided a comforting counterbalance to the work's sexual

content.

of style. Perhaps they remained silent bascause of an avarensss that
a debased version of the style had besn taken up by purveyors of
pornographic prints. They may have even known that the revelation
become a popular device in Victorian pormographic 1iterature.%’
Oertainly the perceived modernity of Stesr's nude cutweighed the

historical tradition. A.H.P. declared Steer to be the "genuine and
one almost angry is the curious wvant of sansitivensss to viat should
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and observed how “"far we are here from the delicious 'La Maja' of
Goya . . . or even from the much abused 'Olympia‘' of Manet at the
Laswbourg »100

Steer's evocation of eighteenth-century style and subject in
The Mirror (Fig. 3) wvas much more favourably received by the reviewers
vho attended the NEAC Winter BExhibition of 1901. In contrast to
the largely negative response vhich greeted his previous nude exhibits
in 1896 and 1898, Steer's 1901 work became the subject of widespread
approval. F.J.M. referred to the "adroit handling and general wealth
of effect,” wvhile Véra Campbell believed the “whole picture” was
“delightfully and originally decorative,” and the Pall Mall Gagette
described The Mirror as “brilliantly accomplished.*10l Truth stated

the Athsnseum concluded that the work was a "genuine mesterpiece.~102

In general, the entire range of reviewers from the conservetive
mﬂnmﬂwtﬁtm&mlﬁumm;ﬁkﬁmy
of his talents. H.A.K. noted that "the first honours of the society
usually go to Mr. P. Wilson Steer and Mr. Steer this year justifies
the interest we fesl in him completely.~103 mmm
that The Mirror wvas "one of the very best things that Mr. Stesr has
given us,” vhile the Tiggs believed that in The Mirror and The Bainboy
(Fig. 13), Stesr had at last “"found the right note after various
eperimmnts."104 Truth cbeerved:



109
irrepressible self than he is in the present Exhibition,
and has certainly never been more satisfactory.l
The Athenseum remarked that although Steer's “extraordinary powers
as a colourist” and the "purity of his artistic intentions® had never
been doubted, his progress had been "subject to deviating influences.”
Sometimes one has admired his construction, or his placing

of the form in the picture; almost alvays one has delighted
in his colour; generally one has had to lament the imparfect

quality of his paint, mmnu-&mM(ﬁ).
all the qualities of painting unite.l

landscape contributions to the 1901 exhibition as well. In comparison
to The Bainbov and The Grove (Fig. 14), Rinder believed The Mirroc
beautiful.”107 Along with The Rainbov, the Maazine of Art ranked
this "figure composition, gracefully designed and well handled” as
sstriking® vork by Steer, and F.J.M. regarded the nude as *infinitely
more attractive than his latest and spottiest essay in theatrical

m:ﬂmﬂ--twmﬂmmnmim-ﬂ
exact praise,” vhile the Daily Graghic discussed these tvo works

as evidence of Steer's success in both figure painting and landecape.l09
landecape in the room "could (hold) its own" againet it.110

the other figural vorks on display. WVéra Campbell and the Timms
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pictures; but Mr. Steer sendsone that is very wll worthy of
attention.”11l Tonks, who had contributed nudes to the previous
NEAC exhibitions, appsared to have refrained this year in favour

of depictions of a farmyard, an outdoor terrace, a portrait of Miss
Rosa Waugh, and The Racitation, premmmbly an interior genre work.112
Miss Rosa Waugh and The Becitation received only brief mention, while

extremely little notice was taken of the other two works. William

Sleep, contributed the biblical subject Bampus to the 1901 show,
and vas videly criticized for his eccentricity and willful ugliness.
Slegp vith Strang's inoffensive Diang, now held up Steer's e Mirzor
as an example of vhat figure painting should be, in contrast to the
*repulsive® Bgmug.113

Indeed, it appsared that the favourable reception of Steer's
nude contributed to an overall perception that the New English Art
down to produce good serious work. The Mocning Post noted that the
1901 exhibition "mmbered among the most successful of the shows
arranged by the Mev English Art Club,® while the Daily Chromic)
rebellion,” and had reached a “staid and respectable age."l14 According
to Véra Casgbell, the *N.E.A.C. ha[d] sobered down from its early
sinoerity and earmest striving after improvemmnt."115 significemtly,
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to a discussion of Steer's abandonment of perverse experimentation.!16
The Athendeum drev a similar parallel between Steer's work and the
exhibition as an entity: "If it vere resarkable for nothing else,

this year's show would be noteworthy for Mr. Steer's triumphant and
undeniable success.”l17 Just as Steer's previous nude entries had
helped to form perceptions of the Club as willfully eccentric, in

1901, his "reversion® to Fragonard led at least one reviewer to suspect
that the NEAC had abandoned "modern ideals for standards that, in

some cases, seemed old before the club vas founded."118

revievers vrote more explicitly in 1901 regarding their positions

QCartain art

light than
others, and the artist vas also expscted to add a certain note of
»individuality” or "freshness”. The Standard specified the exasples

r (at the Nev English Art Club] see the world freshly,
hm;nlitfzﬁlynm they at

see it not in the wvay of mediocrities, but in the
true Classics. . . Constable as well as Turner,
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The Pall Mall Gagette described the issue similarly, stating
that the "mesbers of the Nev English Art Club, if they paint under
an 'influsnce’, do not cast their own individuslity."120 This desire
for “freshness® appears cn the surface to refer to the modernist
stress on "individuality” and innowetion. However, the specific
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Commentary regarding individual artists suggests that the NEAC

and a sense of Englishness, than vith a step forwvard in the
march of formal innovation. The Times, for example, discussed the
Rubens influence apparent in Steer's The Rainbow.l2! The pajly
Telegraph, however, preferred to make this work over into an up-to-
date version of the "great English master* Constable, vhile Truth
attributed Steer's triumph to "his skilful assimilation of the lessons

taught by the 'Old English' artist - John Constable."122 Conversely,
criticized by the [y ] for "curiously un-English art.~123
Evicently the critics believed that Steer had achieved an

attractive combination of modern innovation and reliance upon
tradition in The Mirror. The Athenseum remarked that Steer's use
ﬂmmmfmﬂyﬁmmtﬂﬁmin,mmg
¥pll Gapgtte likened Steer to Fragonard.124 possibly the Truth critic
uﬁmmmmmm.nm-mimrneﬂﬁem
trodden before, rather than cutting out a nev path for himself,~125

of Wettesu and Fragonard. At the seme time, however, their body
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work, but are also much like the styles worn by Steer's contempocrary
portrait subjects. The fact that Steer had managed to blend hallowed
tradition with agreeable modernity in an entirely successful fashion
was alluded to by Véra Campbell, who pronounced The Mirror
~delightfully and originally decorative."126 The Daily Telegraph
agreed, believing that “"where [Steer] proves himself, for once,
genuinely an inventor is in the pretty and decorative piece 'The
Mirror'.»127

In contrast to the distaste and bevilderment expressed regarding
his 1896 and 1898 nude exhibits, Steer's representation of femasle
form in The Mirror received varm praise from conservative and
progressive critics alike. The fact that all of these reviewvers
described these bodies with the conventional rhetoric of nature,
charm and bsauty indicates that The Mjirror generally allowed viewers
their accustomed leisurely and pleasurable perusal of form, and did
not pose any serious difficulties to the viewing process as had Steer's
previous efforts. In fact, according to D.S. MacColl, in “the
capturing of charm and daintiness in such a subject the picture
sarks a real advance."128 H.A.K. discussed the “vitality and
graciousness of the appreciation of the feminine form,® and the
Daily Newvs praised the “"pulse of life in the figures,” vhile Frank
Rinder commented favourably on this "radiant study of two seated
nude figures.®129 The Timss. Globe, and Stapdard all described the
mmw-am.mmuzmmwmmmmx
and spontanscus pose.”130 Intriguingly, the Daily Telegragh agreed
on the "fair form” of these figures, but praised their poses or
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"attitudes® for being “designedly and not inappropriately artificial,”
as they "disport[ed] themwelves on cushions."13l This writer appeared
avare of traditional conventions of nude painting as they operated

in The Mirror, but seemed to feel that Steer's compliance vith these
unspoken rules had enhanced rather than impeded appreciation of the
work. Certainly neither of the two figures demonstrates an avareness
of their sexuality through action or confrontational gaze. Any
possibly discomfiting exposure of the pubic area vas avoided through
the position of the legs and discreetly arranged drapery.

Furthermore, an appsal to bsautiful fesmle form as established by
necessary quotient of idealization, and the fact that the two vomsn
are virtually identical provided comfortable generalization as well.
The critical cosmentary in general indicates that the two figures
vere entirely unproblesatic in terms of pose and physical type.
reception for his
modelling of form with light and colour. Although he used a format
lp or the tone of the flesh. Certainly Steer's flaesh
tints in The Mirror were such more conventional than either the

shade on the nude figures,” rather than any indication of racial
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folds, or feel the nead to deacribe the scene with a rhetoric of
dirt or disease. Apparently in this instance, Steer's painterly
brushwork was taken as evocation of the acclaimed Rococo rather
than evidence of degenerate Impressionism. Almost all of the
reviewvers read the image as a delightful exploration of sunlight
and female form, and discussed The Mirror in terms of a nmaturalizing

discourse. D.S. MacColl, for example, appreciated Steer's "happy

contemplation® of "what light makes of the bodies of women, the
leaves of trees, the ranges of space. . . He is friends with light
and he is friends vith paint and on these simple terms becomes friends
with beauty as hardly one of his contemporaries attains to be."133
H.A.K. wrote of Stesr's "intense appreciation . . . of the qualities
of light as it disports itself indoors,” vhile the Standard remarked
upon The Mirror's "luminous and refreshing gnngy.-ﬁs The
Athenasum appreciated Steer's ambitious transcription of “the effect
of sunlight on flesh in an interior, contrasted with the dazzling
haze of a sunlit river sssn through the vindows," and believed this
effect vas "rendered convincingly vithout straining in the least."133
Véra Campbell ssemsd to believe that the sunlight provided the
necessary "excuse” for the decorous representation of the nude female
body:

The treatment of the bright daylight and reflected light

from the mirror playing on the delicate flesh-tints is

charming; the colouring is so varm that one feels there

is a certain excuse for the ladies®' costumes of ‘airy

nothings® by 2 JF vindov with the snow on the ground

outside. . . .

In addition to commnding Steer's trestmant of form vith light
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Steer's colouring in general wvas referred to favourably by B.N.,
Frank Rinder, and the critics for the Times and Globe.137 The paily
Telegraph reviewer specified that the "clear harmony, chiefly of
grey, buff, and half-effaced pink" was "delightful,” and H.A.K. also
resarked upon “the beauty and silvery restraint of the colouring.*138

and greens in such happy apposition to flesh tints" was "delightful
for its subtlety."139 The Athenauem asserted that it vas:

in the transparent and luminous colour that the great delight
of the picture is to be found. Surely since Chardin no
these nudes display. . . . relieved by the most delicate
m!

Stesr's incorporation of the mirror in this mude work, and appreciated

the excuse it provided for the display of his painterly prowess through

h believed that the picture wvas "made gayer, too,

by the dazzle of the complicated lights and reflections.”14l véra
Campbell also appreciated Steer's use of reflected light, and F.J.M.
and besuty of colour, though the design is too famtastic to please
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anybody who asks in a picture for more than these."143 The Dajly
News declared The Mirror "delightful for its subtlety.” but then wvent
on to say that "too such has been crowded on to too ssall a canvas,
and the eye feels the want of a vacant space.”l44 pecause this vriter
also believed that the "concentration of interest in the mirrored
torso is as happy as it is original,” and therefore approved of the
mirror in principle, this objection can likely be attributad to the
presence of the two additional wvall mirrors and their reflections.
excessive.

In addition to providing a vehicle for the presentation of artistic
virtuosity, the mirror also multiplied the expanse of lovely female
flesh on display. Again, critics tended to respond favourably to
ﬂEE,-nynfﬂﬁmivﬂumautimuElm:dmmy
associated this depiction of three similarly idealized and generalized
bodies vith the theme of the Three Graces. B.N., for example,
m on Steer's "ingenious arrangemant of nudes, one girl holding
a glass to reflect another, and thereby giving the effect of three
figures in the composition. It is as pretty a piece of light and
graceful paganism as one would vish to see. . . 145 H.A.K. similarly
cbesrved that the "large oval mirror reflecte{d] almost completely
refloction of "fair form, from a different aspect, assists the
mmﬁimzm-lﬁ Wira Campbell regarded Steec's
use of reflection, vhich brought "three figures as it were into the
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picture" as an “extremely clever composition,” vhile Frank Rinder
termed the pictorial scheme "indisputably poetic.*147 according
to the Athenagum, the “linear framework is of rare beauty, the
mitimdu@ﬂzmiﬂaﬂﬂﬂﬂgwﬁmaﬂg
than is usually to be found in

lines a closer
nature.~148
Steer's choice of a mirror as a compositional and thesatic
focus also represented a pictorial elemsnt with associations of both
"mirror” paintings exscuted during this period by NEAC, French
avant-garde and English academic artists, as well as placing it

vithin the centuries-old context of vanitas themes. Sketchbook
evidence indicates that the composition and motif of The Mirror
vere derived directly from the 1649 Rokeby Venus of Velazques.
Steer's audience vas probably familiar with this mirrored nude by
Velazquez, since it had besn shown at the Royal Academy Old Masters
Bhibition in 1890.149 purthermore, R.A.M. Stevenson's Velagaues
had been published in 1895, and his study discussed this artist
as the forerumer of modern-day Impressionism. Viewvers may not
have directly associated Steer's vork vith the Velasquez, as the
Bokeby Veous wves not mantioned as a source, but their comsentary
vith placing The Mirror vithin the broader art historical context
of vanitas paintings.
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displayed.
You painted a naked wosan because you enjoyed looking
at her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called the
painting Vanity, thus msorally condemmning the
nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure.
real function of the mirror vas othervise. It was
mmmmiw%txutmgmlfuﬁm
and foremost, a sight.l

In the case of Steer's image, viewvers semmad to feel that the
mirror's function as an object to be gazed at, and looked into,
encouraged their own gaze at the nude bodies on display. For most
critics, the fact that neither woman was using the mirror did not
seem to matter. The mirror and its reflection were unproblematically
consumed as delightful pictorial conventions vhich provided the
necessary decorous excuse for an unharried perusal of the naked
femmle body.

Somsvhat surprisingly, given his assertion of the primacy of
painting's formal qualities during the 1893 Philistine debatelSl,
D.S. MacColl was among those critics who cbjected to the fact that
these vomsn were not examining .nheir own reflections. According
to MacColl, the

most ordinary illustrator would have remaried that in
the Mirror noither of the girls is in the least concerned
vith the ostensible motive of the piece, the mirror.
No one is using the mirror, or pretending to, except Mx.
Stesr, who gets a third uniting figure by its reflection
of one of tham. I think this disrespect for the |
motive of action makes things a little uncomfortable.l
mmnmmunmqwmmmusx
provess. He may have believed that his own position as exhibitor
in the NEAC shows placed his critical judgments in doubt, and thus

felt that an assertion of connoisssurial ability was occcasionally
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required. However, the discomfort vhich he expressed also indicates
that MacColl continued to believe that the title of the work should
construct the viewing process. Therefore, the women should be gazing
into the mirror, and the painted reflection should be consistent
vith reality.

The Pall Mal]l Gagette vas equally concerned that the motive
for the work wvas "hardly explained.*133 In addition, the Daily
Chronicle expressed a rather cynicsl opinion regarding the viability
of Steer’'s mirror as a pictorial justification for nude bodies.

“The composition is amusing, the two nude figures and the reflection
of one in the glass are extremely well-painted. But the result

is hardly a picture; rather a study of two models, at vhich you
could fancy Mr. Steer himself looking with a critical, if approving
eye."154 Neither MacOoll nor the critics for the Gagstte or Chronicle
seamed to recognize, as did others vho commented favourably on the
"reflection® of the recumbent body from a "different aspect”, that
the mirrors of mny vanitas paintings, including the Roksby Venus.
do not alwvays reflect exactly as they "should”. Bscsuse the
exectation crested by Steer's title vas disrupted by the imnacuracy
amm--mmmmmmammm.
mmemmmmutmmunﬂmlrm

for a smll sector of Steer's audience.

Assuming that Steer maintained an interest in creating a visuml
utm.mammammm-ymmmmy
deliberate. His choice of the mirror as pictorial format shares
mch in common vith the decadent fascisstion vith the toilet-table
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attention to the opposition between artifice and nature by juxtaposing
an interior vith three mirrors against a sun-splashed river scene

in the background. However, the precccupation vith appsarance
suggested by the inclusion of three mirrors is contradicted by the
fact that no one is using any of them. Steer could have explained
their inattention if he had given either of the two vomsn a coy

or 1impid gage in the direction of the viewer, as if awaiting the
refusal to do so vas msant as an intentionmal contradiction of popular
and thus he attespted to offset this vision of ideal femininity

1 of the female bodies on display. Perhaps Steer's

Steer's interest in shifting signification is also demonstrated
by his blending of English and French signs with those of the modern
and eightesnth century in setting as well as style. Ris depiction

of items such as a chaise longue, ei tury English-style

console tables, and a Leda and Svan figurine apparently allowed

his audience to characterize this comfortably appointed interior

as tastefully modern. A resding of these cbjects as either costly
perception of modern decorative elegance which H.A.K. and the Pall

tte commented upon.l55 Possibly the creation of a more
coherent spece in The MiIror, as opposed to the disturbing compression
of Sleep, beceme a factor in its favourable reception in 1901.
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generalized bodies holding an oval mirror vas so strongly evocative
of the eightesnth century that the mjority of reviewvers were ahle
mmﬂn@nmﬂmmimﬁﬂglimx
painterly flesh. The strength of tradition subsumed all signe of
modernity to the extent that Steer's visual bite lost its sting
and became an agreeably updated sensibility. It is doubtful that
Steer deliberately courted or desirod the overvhelmingly negative
response to A Nade in 1896 or Sleep in 1898, and certainly The

in the aftermath of animosity. Nevertheless, it became egqually
clear that Steer vas not entirely satisfied vith Ihe Mirzor's lack
of provocative power, for the next of his Nev English nudes to
appesar a fev months later in 1902 returned to the format vhich
favoured transgression over tradition and the modern over the
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Steer's 1902 A Nude (Fig. 4) was the last of the four nudes vhich
vere shown at the Nev English Art Club between 1896 and 1902, and in
many respects, this work sums up his investigation into the visual
language of painting the female nude. Steer's 1902 depiction of a
golden body, modelled vith red shadows and posed in a controversial
manner, resesbles the format used for Slegp in 1898, while the simple
of directly rework
ry tradition, in 1902, Steer mobilized the art

elg
himimmﬂm-mn:ymm;mtﬂam-

flavoured English nude. Because of the critics' desire to view NEAC
evocation of Etty in particular allowed Steer to engage in a delicate

Reiterating their discussions of 1901 regarding the NEAC,

charactarised its esrlier exhibitions. Significently, critics
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practices. The Dajly Telegraph cbssrved that this show displayed
as a vhole, an agresable and distinguished a.pact, but
at the same time a look of grester calmness and sobriety
t.hmitminiu nﬂi&m it.i tﬁﬁfﬁlim

m:mmr‘iji“mhﬂmm.m
Monet, Renoir and their fnm_r!u::ﬂiimﬂ

sought refuge in the quietsst traditions of the Victorian era,”
vhile the Guardjan commented likewise on the "mid-Victorian anpect
of so many of the pictures,” and observed that it "might be put
mmym;m&mamMm-z
Once again, the exhibition as an entity vas characterized by
nce of landscapes, portraits, and the “"genteel interiors*®

pvg believed this "success of sobriety” came "close to

lugubriousness.” and attributed the “"depressing welcoms® to “"half
a dopen life-sized portraits in black vith dark btacgrounds, and
nately, this depression was "not parmanent. Mr. Wilson Steer’'s

'A Nade' (No. 113), the cmntral piece on the long wall as we enter,
a cheerful figure, cheerfully sketched. . . .4 The Daily Neve

nade vith the appreciation epressed by D.S. MacColl, and the critics
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By this time, Steer's position as the NEAC's leading landscapist
wvas virtually an established fact among critics. As the Times noted,
On these walls one naturally looks for Mr. Wilson Steer's
landscapes. . . .*3 In 1902, as in previous years, many critics
@oqpressed a definite preference for Steer's landecepe work, and
published generally favourable notices of his Bridgnorth as well
Those critics vho were

particularly pleassed vith the two works hastened to position tham
a8 exasplary extensions of the British landecape and portrait
traditions. C.L.H., for e@xasple, describsd Steer's *Constable-1ike
landecape” as a “dashing pressntmsnt of infinite space on a little
canvas,” and believed that in his portrait, Steer had “dared to be
commonplace vith triumphant success.®’ The Dajly Teleqraph comssnted
portrait, and declared, "the same artist's landecape, ‘Bridgnocth,’
is Constable od. . . .*8 D.S. MacColl, who cbeerved
that Mcs. Soencer Putler wves “"singularly quiet good work,” went o
fuaﬁamﬂiﬁigmmlm—mlnqhﬁlh
those of Constable, the effect would be "magnificent.*? The
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syspathy. Inhi.:hnegapn ‘Bridgnorth’ ane finds the
sase qualities. . . .l

work in landscape and portraiture, it also fared poorly in contrast
conservative critics praised for its affinity with those by English
academic artists.!l The Standard obeerved that "Mr. C.H. Shamnon's

of Mr. Douglas Robinson - a dignified treatmant of the nude against
drapery, vith sofa of olive gresn and a wall of chocolate grey."12

J¢ procesded directly from a
discussion of the "heavy and unrefined” “ugliness® of Steer's mude,
to a generally favourable assessmant of Robinson's exhibit. “Really,
it is pleasant to turn to Mr. Douglas Robinson's nude, ‘White Peignoir,’
in the pose of the vomen, in the lines of her body, in the folds of
her drapery, as well as in the quiet colour scheme."14 Steer my
the Daily Chronicle apparently adeired Robinson's feeling for
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omitted discussion of A Nude in favour of Steer's Bridgnorth and
Mrs. Spencer Butler, vhile Truth, Véra Campbell and F.J.M., also
among the wost conservative of the NEAC critics, published brief and
condemnatory notices.!3 The remaining twelve reviewers responded
to Steer's nude vith comments that echoed the critical discourses
of 1896 and 1898, in their mixture of praise for certain technical
elements, cosbined with unsasiness or even outrage regarding pose,
colour, and perceived subject matter.

Once again, critics tended toward a strategy of displacesent
in their discussions of A Nude. However, instesd of explaining this
vomen's smaality in terms of pathological deviance or ractal
Otherness, the “coarse flesh”, "graceless pose”, and "ample” physique

this femle as 2 mmber of the lover classes. Interestingly, these
allusions to the voman's social position appsared in favourable,
lukevarm and negative reviews. In Myths of Sexuality, Lynda Nead

has demonstrated that the "working classes were perceived by the middle

of the lowver classes was believed to repressnt a threat to British
society and Bapire.16 Purthermore., the "animal lusts” attributed

to this group raised the "spectre of smoml depravity and reckless
breeding.*17 This rapid and indiscriminate reproduct

threatensd to overtake the growth rate of the respectable middle class,
who ascribed to ninsts
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discussion of A Nude indicates that they did in fact perceive the
image as disturbingly sexual rather than passively erotic, and thus
felt the nead to position this wvoman outside their own middle class.
For the more conservative viewers, it vas Steer's use of golden
pigment in the body, modified by varm shadows and reflectad light
figure's "coarse” flesh. Nevertheless, Steer's somevhat impressionist
technique did not generate the same degree of controver
style had provoked in the 1898 Sleep. Generally, progressive reviewers

vho vere pleased vith A Nude praised Steer's colour and modelling,
vhile the more reactionary critics sessed disturbed by this aspect

of his style. D.S. MacColl, vho had commented on the “"defeated” brown
flesh of Steer's Slegp., now praised him for the "golden colour, its
shadows filled vith varm reflections from a drapery."1® The Athenseum
also appreciated the "solidity of relief and the exuberance and
ptuosity of colour® in Steer's figure, vhile the Dajly Ngws compared
the colour scheme vith the "palette of Romney."19 while these critics
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and the "scintillating colour® which recalled Monticelli, and concluded
by describing this imsge as an example of "crude voluptucusness."2!
The Dajly Chronicle regarded the work as Steer's attempt "to say,
here is my model as I found her, heavy and unrefined, her flesh
marsandbyﬂehtredmmtrhavemtatthedwwne
down. . . .»22

In addition to objections regarding the quality of female flesh,
Steer was also criticized for the graceless pose and unrefined body
of A Nude. The corpulent frame of this female nude utterly denied
the Greek canon of proportions, and thus suggested an aspect of
corporeal and sexual reality instead of a timeless evocation of ideal
and “"sexless” bsauty. The figure's hand, vhich clutched the pubic
area, further emphasized the sexual element, rather than serving as
an appropriate shield of modesty. Finally, the woman's rather
ﬂmtminggtumatmvimrmtmly indicated her awvareness
ummz«.m-mmwmlmm. also seemed to
implicate the viewer as violator of her privacy. Because of the
absence of a descriptive title, such as Steer had given the 1898 Sleep.
on this occasion critics were unable to express their discomfort
mmmmmminm-otamciﬂcdimm
the ostensible theme of the painting. Nevertheless, their uneasiness
about this voman's animal-1ike sexuality surfaced in descriptions
of the body and the painting as crude, coarse, and brutally honest.
B.N., one of the more conservative critics. noted the figure's
“graceless” quality, and Wira Caspbell agresd that Steer's nude was
“absolutely inemcusable in ugliness and lack of grace."23 r.J.NM.
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preferred to dismiss this "india-rubbery fesamle figure® as a "subtle
piece of humour.*24 C.L.H., wvhose commentary vas less reactionary,
cbserved that Steer alvays showed "truth and vigour,” but seldom
*beauty and grace," and described this nude as "honest to the point

of brutality."25 The Daily

symmetrical® proportions of Steer's figure, and added that it wvas
*no hysn even to the beauty of earth - such as the Venetians sang
when they painted their lovely courtesans - but a deliberate
presentment, a little sinister in its coldness, of crude

voluptuousness.”26 The le responded with similar

obeservations:

She is by no means a beautiful model; she would be gross
even by the side of Rubens' most flamboyant women; and
Mr. Steer has painted her vith unrelenting franiness. He
seems to say, here is my model as I found her, heavy and
unrefined. . . if she is not besautiful in her ugliness the

fault is hers, not mine. You can fancy him vashing his
hands of all responsibility.Z’

Although none of the critics referred to tha avant-garde French
sources vhich may have influenced A Nude, perhaps they sensed a
large-bodied nudes by Degas. Even before the eruption over his
L'Absinthe, which sparked the MacColl-Philistine debate of 1893, Degas's

his nude subjects, and also provided an artist's statemsnt vhich

attested to Degas's interest in positioning the spectator as voyeur:
‘Hitherto,' Dsgas says, as he shows his visitor three large
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vash or cool themselves (aneéragsadaginafterlﬂr),
mmm;alnﬂmmminmmm
1 ”maudim.mtﬂeaemafﬂnemm.

involved in their ﬁ'xysiq:al condition. Here is ‘another;
she is ﬂﬂli%l‘&ffﬁgb- It is as though you looked through
a key=hole’.

Tvo years later, the "Philistine” debate polarized the conflict

between the conservative and Nev Critics as they argued over the

of painting. While the New Critics held up Degas as a midern master,
and elevated his technical abilities, the "Philistines” criticized him
for his unsavoury, ismoral and cosmon subject matter. Neither side
acted primarily to solidify these opposing vimx Therefore, one

might expect the Newv Critics to look upon a Steer reference to Degas

in a favourable mamner, vhile the more conse

The fact that Degas wvas not brought up as a possible modern source
backlash against the "decadent” French avant-garde which occurred
in the vake of the Wilde trial.3! Any direct mention of Degas, with
his unsavoury reputation, would be avoided by those vho favoured

A Nude, lest it "stain" Steer's vork by association, and the
conservative critics probably preferred to ignore this taboo subject
entirely. Viewers were probably disturbed by the woman's rather
mlsvolent gaze, and may have believed that Steer intended to position
thmtmynm“:;m:mmm
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frankly revealed. As in 1896, Steer received no comment with respect
to this confrontational gaze, but again, critics say have been unwilling
or unable to voice their objections. Despite silence on these issues,
the commentary of both conservative and progressive factions indicates
that certain reviewers did in fact perceive this nude as a blending

of modern and past art references. To a certain extent, this
perception is demonstrated by their adoption of generally the same
critical format for Steer as had heen applied to Degas. Disapprobation
or approval of the image's modernity surfaced in specific resarks

as vell. The Pall Mal] Gazette, for example, noted with some relief
that "the richness of the drapery in the be nd gives a rather

velcome note of convention,” while F.J.M. commented on Steer's
"gternally youthful® vision, but then hastened to assure readers that
*his capacity for being influenced by others - not moderns, but the
best of the dead - has no bounds."32 The Athenausm notice, houever,
indicates that this reviewer found Steer‘'s combination of past and
modern references entirely agresable.

His nude figure (113) shows the influence of Rubens, but

it is none the less marked by a personal feeling for the

in the nude its finer qualities of imaginative

expressiveness. His types are not select and even common,

but his perception of the simple ssnsuous charm of colouy

and sodelling is scarcely equalled among modern artists.
Finally, D.S. MacColl observed that Steer would have produced »something

very fine. . . that English art has not yet compessed,” if he had

indicate both his bslief that Steer was attempting to produce a modern
English nude as woll as his approval of that asbition.
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While Degas went unmentioned, many critics sought to establish
historical precedent for Steer's frank portrayal of female form through
the citation of Etty and Rubens. One might explain this aspect of

as compared to those by Degas, had been exhibited in London during

the fin-de-siécle, and that the reference to Etty and Rubens was the
inevitable result of greater familiarity. However, the manner in
vhich these historical examples were mobilized by the various critical
factions demonstrates that much more than familiarity, connoisseurship,
or art-historical fact-finding vas at stake. Because these "Old
Masters” were also positioned as stylistic forerunners of modern

svirling brushvork as a foreshadoving of modern technique, vhile
® in their

his democratic subject matter vas used to a
arguments vith the "Philistine” over the priority of formal
resolution and content.

as the greatest painters in history, and posited a critical linsage
vhich linked Rubsns, Wattesu, Turner and Gaineb .35 R.AM
Stevenson declared his admiration for Rubens in an 1898 monograph,
inspactor sniffing about the apertures of a suspicions system of
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Rubens has proved a stumbling block to the modern Purists

and Aesthetes, vho can scarcely hear his name wvithout

vho confuse art and nature, vho cannot separate the

contemplation of beauty from the animal distaste or desire

of possession. When asked to look at Rubens's pictures,

one is not asked to fall on the necks of his models any

at a battle-piece. Anything strong and consistent in

character may be fit for a schame of formml art; for the

vorking out of a pattern. And vhen ve deal vith

impressionistic art, who shall say vhat is an unfit motif?36

Compared with Rubens's controversial status, Etty's position

as a late great msmber of the Royal Academy conferred a certain aura
of respectability upon his artistic production. The nudes vhich Etty
exhibited at the Royal Academy between the 1820s and 1840s vere
criticized at that time for being "entirely too luscious for the
sublic eye,"37 but by 1887, British opinion had mellowed to the
extent that Alfred Bsaver wvas able to cite Etty's vork, and that of
late nineteenth-century academicians as appropriate sources of
inspiration for those vho vished to psint the "unspeakable beauty
of the aman form.” "With a very fev exceptions, of vhom Etty
wvas the most remarkable, the English have never, until the pressnt
day, been successful in depicting the nude form. . . ."38 1In 1888,
Etty's work vas also accorded the honour of inclusion in the Grosvenor
Gallery series of Old Master Exhibitions. On this occasion, the early
ninetesnth-century constraints of "style" and "classic" subject were
lamented by the Artigt's reviewer, who believed that Etty's
“inventivensses and quick perception wvere first wveskensd and ultimately
destroyed by the necessity laid upon him to plesse the habit of
thought of his time.” “As a modern Impressionist, and amid the
surroundings of the prossnt day, he would probably have gained a far
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greater place in the art world than can nov be given him."39 1In 1906,
Frederick Wedmore discussed Etty as the nineteenth-century heir to
Boucher, and observed that this artist vas "sometimes . . . at his
best in the larger and simpler of his studies of the Nude. They reveal

tradition. Detractors also noted the influence of Etty and Rubens,

but likely turned to such historical examples as a means of distancing
Steer's nude from the present, and thereby negotiating anxieties
However, because of their distaste for A Nude, as well as the customary
critical format which favoured past wxamples of "impressionism” over
the debased modern version, these critics could not allow Steer's

nude a place vithin the sscure tradition of painterly flesh. These

for critics vho attempted to negotiate A Nude by appealing to art
historical precedent, yet still make it clear that Stoer should be
excluded from this re ® linesge. B.N., for example, cbssrved
"hints of Rubsns and Etty,” but believed the figure "so graceless that
the ordinary spectator must be exncused if he fails to appreciate their
presance,” while C.L.H. described Stesr's "Rubsns-1ike nude” as
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impetuous force wvhich would have born tempering by the limitations
consequent on a more accurate study from Nature."42 The Daily
chronjicle felt that Stesr had outdone even "Rubens' most flasboyan

wvomen, " vhile the held up Steer's nude wvith its

“savour” of Etty and Monticelli, as a “crude” and even "sinister”
contrast to the "lovely courtesans” of the "Venetians."43 while all

of these reviewers encountered some difficulty in merging the two
divergent critical paths, the Standard's circular argumant in particular
exsuplifies the confusion among the conservative faction.

Mr. Wilson Steer's somsvhat Rubans-like, or somsvhat
Jordasns-1ike nudity (lb. 113), mskes no mim. of

picumdmmﬁm:ﬁmmmm
But in connection vith it ve have mntioned great names,
and it cannot be without merit.#
In 1902, as in previous years, the NEAC critics persisted in the
classification of Stesr nudes as sketchas or studies, and again,
in a pejorative sense, as well as by those vho praised A Nude.
Labelling the work as a study may have allowed critics to explain the

how successfully Steer referred to Etty and Bubsns. Those reviewvers
or even flamboyant, Stesr's similar interest in corporeal reality
crude and unrelentingly frank. B.N., the reviewer who believed the
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spectator should be excused for his/her fajlure to notice the influence
of Etty and Rubsns in this “graceless” nude, described the work as

a “"nude study,” as did the Truth critic, vho cbserved that A Nude vas
"too suggestive of Etty trying to paint like Rubsns to be wholly
satisfactory."46 The Morning Post reviever, vho believed that Steer's
"impetuous force" could have "born tempering,” also noted that this
Rubens-inspired work wvas "more rightly to be described as a large

of Etty and Monticelli, but further described this "deliberate
presentant” as "sinister” and "crude.” This vas an asbivelent
ﬂmtm.mltm_em.“ummmlmﬂﬁy
by discussing the vork as experimsntal or unfinished.4® Similarly,
study of a model,” but believed that Steer's nude figure "would be

for studies as opposed to “"finished” work. MacColl, for esasple,
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The Dajly Nevs appreciated Steer's protest against the "prewal

figure, chwerfully sketched." vhich expressed the “vigour of Rubans,
vith the palette of Romney.” Having said this, the Dajly News then
vent on to esphasize that these resarks vere not intended to detract
from Steer's achievament. "It is seen that it is alwvays a picture.
vithin its own limits by its own method.*5!

A Nude's elesent of modernity and implication of reality
obviously presented the more conservative NEAC reviewers wvith critical
difficulties. It is extremely doubtful that Steer's nude wvould have

indifferent, or evan good imitation of Rubans or Etty. Indesd, the
strength of their efforts to divorce this image from the pressnt and
situate it in the past demonstrates that Stesr's mxie vas uncomfortably
Nor wvere attampts to categorize this wvoman

as this class discourse could not marginalise the image in the same

of any disturbing implications for British society and Bapire. Critics
life vhich could not be denied, distanced or displaced to more emtic
locales. Still, the relationship of Stesr's ) Nude vith the pest
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The debate over A Nude evidently reached a climax some three
weeks after the opening of the NEAC 1902 Sumser Exhibition. On May
3, 1902, Walter Severn of the BEgyptian Hall's Dudley Gallery Art Society
wrote the following note to Steer:

I am sorry to find that you are exhibiting another very
that you will at once have it removed from the Exhibition -
If I find that it is not gone by next week I will take steps
to have it (No. 113) taken down. Do not imagine that I
object to pictures of the "Nude” - What I dislike, and vhat
aummmrhﬁgﬁﬁdinlh;i:ﬂ-@y -

Whether or not Steer vithdrew A Nude voluntarily, or if Walter
Certainly the nude remmined in place long encugh to allow critics to
form their opinions and write their reviews. The Timss. Daily Graphic
all published long before May 3.33 The MEAC notice which appeared
but since this critic had omitted discussion of Steer's 1098 Slesp.

this silence doss not necessarily prove that Steer's nude hed in fact

Steer certainly achieved his desired visual bite.54 However, the
criticel uncertainty and hesitation which characterised the reception
of his 1902 nude indicate that he had at last succseded in shesthing
this sting vithin the respectable guise of Righ Art and tradition.
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and tradition indicates his desire to create a space for himself that
lifetime commitment to the New English Art Club separated him from

the Academy, vhile his academic training vith Bouguereau and Cabanel,
as well as his insistence upon nature and tradition set him apart
sesms to have allowed Steer to question sose prevailing views of femmle
sexuality, vhile improving the chances that his art would be exhibited
also have contributad to a reputation as one of the more conemrvative

members of the avan This vas eactly hov Sickert characterized

him in 1894:

The painter is evidently not, fortunately for his enduring
reputation, dans 1o sowvemanat. If his vork is not destined
to become ocld-fashioned, mumhm“ﬁm
nev-fangled. He is not Diss mesci, "up to date,”
visgtidee sidcie, or nowvesn salon. mnm;m
nor a sysbolist, nor a Rosicrucian. It is ispossible to
Eithiiﬂithnyﬂﬂnm&ﬂejgruu-- He
belongs to no local or temporary school.

Unfortunately for Steer's "enduring reputation,® commsnts such as
historians vho wish to construct the discipline as a smooth upward
progression of formal innovetion and absndonmant of narrative toward

gifted painter.37 Acceptance of this description sutomstically preciudes
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the possibility that Steer indeed was making conscious intellectual
and aesthetic choices. The moderate position which Steer attempted
to negotiate has thus been interpreted as a lack of "coherent
artistic vision."58 His references to past art have prompted vriters
Mummmwmmtm-mmmmuy
from one borrowed style to another and his work is pastiche. . . .59
G.S. Whittet later wrote thst the 1890s nudes and portraits were
merely anachronistic derivations.50 Curiously, Wendy Baron believed
mtmm'lm'm'ﬂ-w&&“ﬁ

a "lazy, passive, almost unthinking san,” and remarked that “Steer's
ability to assmume different styles, to juggle with them and
-nipuhuﬂ-fctﬂnirmm.-yhcuunadarwy
modern characteristic.*6l However, it is difficult to determine how
nummmmnmnmxmtm.mmymmm
had written that between 1895 and 1903, Steer "aspired tovards style,
vithout being able to create one specifically for his om
requiremsnts.“62 In the end, Baron's review of Laughton's book
Mmmummwnmmummmm‘
Muﬁm-dm.mﬂnmmmity&fhﬂlg
some type of place for Steer within the modernist cenoa. Surely,
however, this resl issue is not one of accommodating Steer within
the discipline's artificial and self-imposed developmental model of
style, but rather, investigating Steer's position vithin the visual
culture of his time, and how Steer's strategies, as well as those
of his critics, fed into and intersected vith the developmmnt of
various modern syths and legends.
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Andrev Forge, in his 1960 introduction to the Arts Council Steer
exhibition, drew attention to these myths and the sanner in vhich

his perceptive location of Steer within a specific social and historical
ocontext seems to have been overlooked in subsaguent studies of this
artist. According to Forge:

Simrtuptmafailia:di-i_withmmimﬁt
the past. . . but he vas invariably sodern. Steer's
ﬁhtiﬂip wir_h his own times vas equivocal. Capable
of far greater originality than Sickert ever wvas, he looked
at the old masters vith nostalgia, vith somsthing of the
passive devotion of the connoisseur, and he used tham in
a vay that Sickert never did. He addressed the onlooker
in the acoents of their style. This difference betwean
the two artists wvas fundamental, and it explains how it
vas that Steer was, comparatively spsaking, a success during
his lifetime, and it qhinlﬂiyitiiﬂntmﬂn
slightest scribble from Siciert holds our attantion vhile
mch of Steer's work sesms but off from us by an intangible
barrier of period and taste.®-

Apparently Steer's evocation of the past appsaled to the late
ninetesnth-cantury appetite for plessurable reminiscence, in vhich
the "stinging present [wvas] replaced by an imaginary time, nostalgic,
drifting, the eightssnth century of Beardsley's Under the Hill or
Conder's fans."64

Forge also addressed Steer's relationship vith Impressionism,

and the sotivetion bshind late nineteen
Forge, it
ﬂmmmgmmmume

(mﬂ mmlyplﬁhlmi he Im onists
mﬂmﬁmmmnm
to the groundwork of English painting . nno
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referred the Impressionist touch back to Gainsborough and
indaedevegpaintermmnnghadhﬁmarﬂ
vibration.

Countless examples of this form of art historical revorking could
be cited, but perhaps the most noteworthy was Wynford Dewvhurst's

Impressionist Painting: Its Genesis and Development. According to

Devhurst in 1904:
It cannot be too clearly understood that the Impressionistic
idea is of English birth. Originated by Constable, Turner,
Bonington, and some msmbers of the Norwich school, like
most innovators they found their practice to be in advance
of the age. British artists did not fully grasp the
significance of their work, and failed to profit by their
valuable discoveries.
Nevertheless, after a period of decline in English art, revitalization
u'tmmmmnpotIthimi-.aﬂmgliﬂim
received back an idea she had, as it proved, but lent.*66
Given these circumstances, it vas virtually inevitable that
mgud\vrtmmameopham.umofﬂﬂmng
landscapists, into their revamped history of Impressionism. Forge
mmmmr-uaauww-*m;ﬂ
chauvanistic notion of English art,” but did not point ocut that
M.mmmmimMMMmeﬂnmi
also took advantage of these circumstances.S”7 Nevertheless, as Forge
mm.mummmm.rm'ﬁﬂm[m]
wvas discuseed not so much as an advanced artist but as an heir to
the past. . . . This vas to be the constant tenor of Steer criticism:
ammmmtmmmeomtm,gﬂm.m
loving wnintellectual spirit of English art.-68
mxymmmwmmmﬁny
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subsumed under this new British umbrella of Impressionism, wvriters
tended to lavish more praise, or at the least, devote more attention
to these works in comparison with the figure paintings. Writers began
to privilege Steer's landscape work as early as the 1890s, and after
the Wilde conviction, the desire to view Steer as the modern exesplar
of the Constable tradition grew even stronger. Reviewers continued
to appeal to this critical lineage in their 1909 notices of Steer's
show at the Goupil Gallery. The Timgs, for example, devoted most
of a rather lengthly review to a discussion of the landscapes, and
declared Steer the "modern successor of Constable."69 This heritage
wvas reiterated upon the occasion of Steer's 1924 Goupil Gallery
exhibition, vhen the Daily Telegraph held up this artist as the
*modern champion" of the “"Constable tradition and example,” and
furthermore believed that Steer had "directed the Constable tradition
back to its natural road.~70

The established preference for Steer's landscape gained its
greatest momentum during the late 1920s and 1930s, when failing
eyesight increasingly confined Steer's production to the lyrical and
abbreviated vatercolour landscapes for vhich he is so well known.
By 1935, Steer's reputation as the greatest English landscapist since
Constable vas utterly entrenched, as indicated by the following comments
vhich appsared in the Manchester Guardian on the fiftieth anniversary

of the NEAC.
He is by general consent of his profession the most
distinguished painter of our time, the successor
Constable. He is the only living painter who has the Order
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the Dominions. His water-colours are now the most sought
after among those of living artists. He has endowed
Impressionism with much of that affectionate loveliness

that Gainsborough gave to the landscape of the Dutch masters.

;;;gﬁ the lyrical, vayvard note that is the heart of English
Descriptions of this sort have persisted in exhibition catalogues,
general surveys, and Steer monographs, and the most recent Steer
exhibition at the Fitzwilliam Museum in 1966 wvas no exception.
According to Munro, in a "more relaxsd mood, Steer proves himself
a true heir to Constable in his unrestrained delight in rendering
climatic variation. . . . *72

In conjunction vith the construction of Steer as the painter

of nature vas the closely intervoven myth of Steer as the natural
painter. Not only did Steer paint landscapes and the "natural® subject
of the female nude, but his treatmsnt of these subjects wvas believed
to be instinctive rather than intellectual.’3 Obwviously, this myth
Romentic notions

of the artist. Janet Wolff has demonstrated that "artistic work
Came to be sesn as distinct, and as really ‘crestive’, as work in
general increasingly lost its character as free, creative labour,
and as artists lost their integrated position in society and beceme
marginalized and ‘isolated’.*74 wolff traces this notion of
isolated artists to the rise of individualism vhich accompanied

distinct social classification, as well as from a secure form of
pmmmmxmmﬂmmﬁ As noted
by D.S. MacColl in his Ningtesnth Ceptury 2
ﬁ@yﬂmim_hiqmbytblmtﬁ
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popularity of the photograph. "The artist wvas so little in desand

by any customer, so little in the way of taking orders, that he claimed

to paint only to please himself, and wvas happy if unintentionally

he pleased one or two others to the pitch of buying his pi:tuma‘ﬁ
Certainly by constructing Steer as a "natural " painter, and

implying that his work was creative or unalienated labour, his

supporters effectively distinguished his work from the products of

the Academy “picture mil1".77 They also set up Steer's paintings

as the unique offspring of his creative genius, thus emphasizing the

distinction between Steer’'s art and the mschanically produced

1ithograph or photograph.’8 This construction of Steer as a

thoughtless but gifted painter of the English countryside also

removed him from the artifice and unwholesome reverie of the decadents,

and allowed Steer's admirers to excuse any disturbing aspscts of

subject or style on the basis that they could not possibly be

intentional. Thus in 1896, the year after the Wilde affair, D.S.

MacColl wrote vith regard to Steer's process of artistic

conception:

a picture takes its rise almost accidantally in the
presence of things. Not by forethought or plamning, but
by coming upon something in nature doss he begin; the 7
picture swims up half stupidly, and conscious ideas of style
Wum.mdimhuﬂmmemnm
sesn.

Just as the Constable lineage bore constant repstition, so did
the myth of Stesr as the natural painter. According to the heferee
in 1924, Stesr's work demonstrated "no hsavy thought, no commic
defiancies.” "His style is the least acedemic and most intensely

individual thing in wodern British painting, and it grows, as scmsbody
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has said, like the grass: the good God sent it and that's all there
is to it."80 Although Robin Ironside's remarks were phrased more
eloquently in his 1943 Steer monograph, the message was identical.
The poetry of Steer's vision . . . is perhaps the most
complete instance in modern English painting of that
receptivity and skill vhich is the quality of the great
natural, the great extravert painters. . . . No
contemporary English painter, however, has seemsd to
possess such a singleness of heart, such a freedom from
the restraints of tendentiousness, almost, one might say,
from the encroactmants of the iﬂt&llﬁili are revealed
in Steer's innocent and forthright art.Sl
This vision of Steer's intuitive groping for a suitable msans
of oxpression is perpetuated in Laughton's 1971 monograph. Despite
his acknovledgment of Steer’'s laborious painting efforts, the fact
that he does not look for any conscious intellectual agenda in Steer's
vork leaves the myth untouched. Dennis Farr, for example, in
revieving Laughton's book, concurred that Steer's figure paintings
between lmleIIm‘_ﬂE:mmmmi&aEmis

nal identity.” “At his best

search for, one might ilmost say, a per
he is a natural painter.” 82 Finally, in 1986, Jane Munro vove the

myth of the natural painter with Steer as the painter of nature into
the fabric of modermism.

Mminwitiwpmmmmidmm“im
to his unlaboured translations of the natural world. . . .
In these mesterpieces of understatemmnt Steer finally found
a4 mans of expression best suited to his own reserved and

Sesesamnt of Steer's unthinking painterly gift. Stesr himself
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the rare occasion vhen he did allov an interview, his comments

fact, too frequantly, vhen one is overpleased vith one's work, it

is just a sign that one's critical faculty has gone to sleep."4

In 1912, Sickert noted that Stecr had “the rare faculty of putting

a vitty and silent finger, like the advertisemsnt, on the spot, vith
deadly certainty., none the less deadly for that he, vise man, elects
to diagnose im camara . . . . In the same article, however, Sickert
also pointed out that "sodern criticism” was “obsessed with the word

art suffered if the intellect vere -m-ﬁ Bscause Steer did
prefer to display his vit beshind the safety of closed doors, if at
his intuition over his intelligence, comments such as Sickert's are
of Tonks, Steer's fellow NEAC exhibitor and colleague at the Slade,

vho believed that Stesr was the “gr t 1iving painter® of his era,

and therefore highlighted his creative genius in accordance with that
belief:

To Tonks and the rest of his friends art wvas samsthing of
amm:m:_mdmmfuﬁ:tr
hocror of Fry's theorizing. Stesr, with his thoughtless
talent vas the epitoms of the mystecy. And in playing the
part of the intuitive, the hesvily-built fool of art he
_Mﬁm,ﬂmjmiﬂn@—ﬁ-n 2 VB
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Thus we arrive at the late ninetesnth-century legend of Steer's
"natural” gift, and the mysterious creative ability vhich allowed
his paintings to swim up half-stupidly or grow like the grass. It
is highly problematic that twentieth-century studies have perpetuated
these myths, rather than taking pains to unravel the motivation

by Steer's historical borrovings, art historians have used Steer's
supposed stupidity as the basis for denigrating his references to
tradition as pastiche, and in doing s0, have merely added an obecuring
Yy foundation. Indesd, the

very factors vhich contributed to Steer's success and popularity during
his lifetime have besn taken up as evidence in support of his
exclusion from the subsequent modernist canon of High Art. Hence,

the inevitable conclusion to the legend interprets Steer's

negotiation of a moderate position as the “01d Pussy's"87 lack of
wodernist conviction, courage and virility.
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It is apparent that twentieth-century attespts to shape Stser's
production into conformity with the modernist canon have largely
painting ability. Indesd, the whole-hearted adoption of these myths
as a component of modernist ideology has permitted the elevation of
Stesr's early Walbersvick pictures and late lan pe vatercolours,
and the simultanecus devaluation of the late nineteenth and early
vhich cannot be satisfactorily accommodated vithin the canon, art
historians in general have perpetuated serious distortions of fact.
In the case of Steer, this pattern of scholarship has effectively

negated the contribution of several years of painting and exhibition,
visual culture at the turn of the century. Hence, this thesis is
scholarship to date, but also to challenge the problematic distortions

reconstructing the period's artistic terrain through analysis of
contamporary ehibitions, critical discourses, and patterns of viewing,
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Steer, his NEAC colleagues, and their critics and patrons were
all very much interested in the role vhich tradition could play in
the creation of modern art. Because this interest led Steer to propose
a definition of "Impressionism" wvhich borrowed from the past, his
engagement with topical artistic and social debates at the turn of
the century has been ignored by historians who believe that
challenging subject matter can be conveyed only through avant-garde
style. However, it is evident that Steer's audience did in fact find
his nudes innovative and even disturbing, not only because of his
persistent disruption of established conventions of viewing, and
reference to unsavoury sources of inspiration, but also because of
his transgression of Victorian notions of female gender. Steer's
conflation of the New Woman and prostitute in his 1896 A Nude sugge

an exploration of famle sexuality similar to Aubrey Beardsley's
Yellow Book immges with their implicit critique of fin-de-siécle
morality, and he continued to investigate deviant femmle smxmlity
in the 1898 Sleep. However, in an attespt to downplay or disguise
the controversial content of this work, Steer utilized stylistic
devices of the French Rococo, rather than the nineteenth-century
avant-garde in his depiction of a ssxually self-involved “slosper®.
OCsrtainly the fascination vith the eightesnth cantury was one vhich
Stesr shared vwith a great many of his contesporaries, and it sesms
that he regarded dix-huitidme style as a rich blend of deliciocus
vith eightesnth-cantury style and the female nude, in his 1901 Thg
Mizzor, Stesr created a smple of idesl femininity, and then countered
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this vision of loveliness vith a mirrored reflection vhich
contradicted reality. He returned to a wore disturbing depiction
of female sexua’ity in his 1902 A Nude, vith its reference to Degas's
working-class wvomen masquerading under the guise of Rubens and Etty.
These four nudes which Steer exhibited at the New English Art
Club between 1896 and 1902 were complex intellectual and aesthetic
constructions with »~ intentional pictorial "sting”. Steer's
revorking of past styles was hardly an intuitive search for a
personal idiom, but rather, a conscious and sophisticated process

of experimentation with painting as a visual language in terms of

the fesale nude. Furthermore, this mobilization of the rea

past allowed Steer to exhibit work which othervise would have been
marginalized as indecent and inflammmtory because of its implicit

questioning of entrenched opinion about feminine nature. Finally,

tation

this strategy of moderation and interest in visual e
are the two factors vhich explain and unite the series of generically-
titled and smoothly-treated nudes vith their provocatively-named and
luscious Rococo-style sisters. Thus, not only does a "new look” at
the New English nudes solve the problem of Philip Wilson Steer's
style, but more importantly, this thesis restores an aspect of the
British fin-de-siécle visual culture in which Steer participated.
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