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1.In the early decades of nineteenth century, therefore, conservatism-
minded thinkers no longer addressed liberalism or popular sovereignty 
as their targets. Anxieties over the loss of religious roots, over the 
dehumanising effect of the Industrial Revolution and the damage dome 
to the ild and settled way of life, together with revulsion towards the new 
forms of “progressive” opinion, which seemed to treat all questions of. 
Orality and law as mathematical puzzles, to be solved by calculation - all 
these created a sense that something precious was at risk as the new 
century unfolded. Thus arose a movement within intellectual 
conservatism that proposed culture as both the remedy to the loneliness 
and alienation of industrial society, and the thing most under threat form 
the new advocates of social reform. The movement began with 
Coleridge and continued through John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold down 
to T.S. Eliot and F.R. Leavis in twentieth-century Britain, and the 
contemporaneous “Southern Agrarians” in America. 

2.The agenda of cultural conservatism becomes clearer in the writing of 
its greatest British exponent, John Ruskin (1819-1900), the writer, 
painter and social critic, who presented a highly wrought and conflicted 
view of the Cristian inheritance and its irreplaceable value. It is to Ruskin 
that modern conservatism societies such as the National Trust and the 
Society for the Preservation of Ancient Buildings owe their original 
inspiration, and his fine descriptions of the spiritual meaning of just 
about everything he set his eyes upon mark him out as the high priest of 
the aesthetic way of life. 

3.Ruskin began his literary career with striking books on painting and 
architecture, including Modern Painters (1843 - 60) and the Stones of 
Venice (1851-3). But already those works announced his true vocation 
as a social critic and modernist. Ruskin saw in the art of the past a 
spiritual wholeness and social cohesion which were, he believed, 
vanishing from the world of industrial capitalism. All that is most valuable 
in life depends upon transcending the motive of profit and the spirit of 
calculation. The machine age has dregraded work into means;  it had 
also done the same for leisure.

Andrew Causey on Peter Lanyon



Peter rejecting the idea, inherited from Surrealist predecessors like 
Nash and Sutherland, of landscape as a stage for stage happenings, 
and abandoning perspective and deep space in favour of intense 
painterly activity pm the surface of the canvas. Lanyon replaced direct 
description with Allusive references to reality embedded in the texture of 
the paint. He resisted the scenic and picturesque because he did not 
want to ape any popular convention of landscape painting. Expression 
of a place, its appearance, its history and his associations with it, was 
his aim, which he achieved by focusing on characteristic shapes, 
colours and moods, and by binding them into new forms that by-passed 
the need for traditional drawing and perspective. 

2.Lanyon was a native Cornishman..Lanyon identified with his own 
territory, and was no more a topographer for the kind of artist who would 
have accompanied an eighteenth century patron to Italy to paint 
distinguished sites or classical remains than were other twentieth-
century landscape painters, such as Nash, Sutherland or Hitchens, who 
were also interested in the character to spirit of a place as much as its 
outward appearance. 

3.Lanyon also identified with painters of the late nineteenth century 
Newlyn School, like Stanhope Forbes, and earlier St Ives painters who 
had depicted the town and its fishing trade. Though their paintings were 
representational and favoured picturesque touches with an eye for the 
tourist trade, London saw in such work a sincere representation of the 
tough life of the local communities. That traditional had been discredited 
by its deterioration, falling into conventional patterns to show what 
potential purchasers wanted to see rather than having true connection 
with the place. 

Worked under the Cornish landscape painter Borlase Smart before 
briefly studying at Penzance school of art in 1936.

4….Being part of a regional school, Lanyon was occasionally accused of 
provincialism. But provincialism, he answered, was not a matter of 
where you lived but how fully your painting reflected the artistic 
possibilities of its moment, how modern it was. 

5. The difference is between a visitor or spectator and someone to 
whom the landscape belongs, not necessarily in the sense of ownership 



but by knowledge and experience. Lanyon’s social roots and ties to 
Cornwall face him understanding of and sympathy with the functional 
character of the land. Because landscape was, therefore, not simply 
something to be looked at, but also a resource for human labour, he 
resented the conversion of working landscapes pf mines and farms to 
the leisure activities of the holiday trade…he was concerned with the 
reality of living and the state of employment of those who belonged to 
Cornwall, miners and farmers who cultivated its wealth and brought it to 
the surface, and not for those who visited it to enjoy its scenic beauty.

6. Lanyon’s art in the fifties had a radical political undercurrent. He 
referred in paintings to historical events such as the flooding or 
abandonment of a mine, and depopulated farms and villiages, 
instances, especially, where he felt that unreasonable exploitation by 
capitalist powers from outside the region had worked against the 
interests pf local communities. In conversation of more formal talks 
Lanyon would put forward accounts of certain pictures to substantiate 
meanings of this kind that were not available to the uninformed eye. 
John Berger, who in the early fifties was working out through writings in 
the New Statesman his own position on realism inn art and its relation to 
society, was natural attracted to Lanyon, but worried because the 
paintings made his social anger too little evident. Someone who had 
talked to the artist might know that a tangle of black lines at the head of 
a long shaft of black referred not only to the barbed wire blocking the 
entrance to a derelict mine but was also a crown of thorns referring to 
the sacrifice of a resource to capitalist exploitation; but how was the 
public which did not have access to this special information to 
experience the full meaning of the picture?

7.St. Ives as a meeting place for artists was less use to him, and after 
his first visit he travelled to America as often as opportunity allowed. If 
not being provincial meant, as Lanyon felt, being as modern as possible, 
he needed to remake his art. He remained a landscape inspired painter 
in a far more concrete way than an American like de Kooning, for whom 
landscape was also a stimulus, but Lanyon never committed the 
common English offence of making abstract expressionism picturesque. 
He never tried, as others in England did, to bring American painting into 
the compass of traditional British landscape art with dapped effects of 
light and shade or direct references to everyday reality, adventitious 
associations that caused the strength go the painting to leak away. 



Landscape was obviously not going to be important as it had been in the 
fifties, and the St Ives artists looked isolated and vulnerable.

Modern Art and St. Ives, International Exchanges 1915 - 65. Paul 
Dension, Sara Matson, Rachel Smith, Chris Stephens and Michael 
White. 

1.Similar explorations and experiments were being undertaken and 
conducted elsewhere in Europe, North America and beyond by a whole 
host of artists. These debates around a sort of semi-abstraction, and the 
use of material and gesture as an expressive - an art art which might 
have been called abstract expressionist before that phrase became 
intrinsically linked to a group of American painters - were conducted 
alongside broader debates about the most appropriate forms for 
contemporary art to takeL between a formally0defined art that retained 
subject matter, and a consciously non-representational art; or between 
abstraction and realism; or between different forms of realism, for 
example the expressive generalised figuration of Francis Bacon in 
contrast to the political commitment of some social realists. 

2.David Lewis. Lewis’s essay literally begins with the landscape: ‘The 
landscape is permanent, the rhythm of the seas pounding is infinite’, a 
typically subtle beginning to the author’s act of remembering a transient 
period of his early adulthood. And he ended with landscape: “so the 
landscape was the common facto for all of us, a presence pf perpetual; 
power which in its transitoriness reminds is of our own… any pathway 
we followed, over moors, or down the shafts of mines, or along the 
corridors of gales, led only to oneself. 

Deny Val Baker’s Art Colony by the Sea, which makes its position clear 
from the outset: “This is not a book of art criticism. It is a book about St 
Ives and the surrounding districts of West Cornwall and the art colony 
that has developed here.”

Artists From Cornwall, Royal West England Academy 
Cornwall had long been a magnet for artists. The early topographical 
draughtsmen had searched out its harbours and plotted its rocky coast. 
The greatest of them all, J. M. W. Turner, brought his romantic 
imagination to the portrayal of its ancient sites. In the 1880s a group of 



arts settled in Newlyn, filled with a determination to face nature in all its 
complexity and to paint ‘en plain air’ as they had been taught in the 
French ateliers. Their descriptions of the working life of he fisher-folk 
soon created an internationally know colony. To nearby St Ives in these 
early years came the most discussed artist in Britain, James McNeill 
Whistler. His visit helped to establish the gleaming town as a venue for 
painters of the sea, a reputation which the Lamorna valley became 
home for its own group of painters who captured the sparkle of sea and 
the broken colour of this deep wooded valley in their own form of 
English impressionism.

2.Gabo had helped to form a completely new concept in art, 
‘constructivism’, which he believed world serve society as a spiritual 
catalyst. 

3.Ben Nicholson explored the Cornish landscape by bicycle and drew its 
contours and buildings with ruler-like precision. These austere studies 
soon developed into a series of majestic paintings in which this 
evocative landscape was magically combined with the profile of the jugs 
and bottles that stood in his studio, regulated bu the proportions and 
inner resonances of Mondrian and Cubism, and in the 1950s 
Nicholson’s work made a triumphant progress across Europe and 
America. 

3.Like Gabo, John Wells combined a scientific training with a poetic 
imagination and in his painting he reached towards those phenomena 
for which no visual description exists, the flight of birds, the sensation of 
sunlight on rock, special feelings of dawn or dusk and for which only 
abstraction offered a parallel. Wilhelmina Barns-Graham had arrived in 
Sr Ives in 1940 and Borlase Smart encouraged her and helped her to 
find a studio. This young Scottish woman had a friend already there, 
Margaret Mellis, who introduced her to the ‘Moderns’, Hepworth and 
Nicholson. 

4.After the experience of war Peter Lanyon looked for new ways of 
describing the physical reality of landscape, better fitted to his own 
physical and emotional experience. Increasingly each painting became 
loaded with strata of references as he examined the ancient character of 
his native land, its hills and coast and tunnelled mine workings with 
probing intensity. His explorations of the coastline - “the place where 



fluids and solids meet” - were given a new dimension through the 
enchantment of gliding. 

5.At the time when the public was highly critical of modern painting and 
sculpture these embattled artists sought to clarify their position. In 
opposition to the more traditional artists in St Ives they formed the Crypt 
Group, soon to be replaced by the Penwith Society, which became one 
of the brightest artistic lights in Britain. In 1951 occupied the stage of 
British art. 

6.References to the coastal landscape of Cornwall were indicated by the 
signs and symbols that formed the working repertoire of individual 
artists.
That Character of dissent and non-conformity, fostered by remoteness 
from the centre and the unique physical characteristics of Cornwall, has 
served its artists well. As St. Ives gained a reputation for otherness it 
also became central to that post-war revival of art, at the same time 
essentially English yet filly informed by the best continental examples.

A Century of Art in Cornwall: 1889-1989: an exhibition to celebrate 
the Centenary of Cornwall County Council. 
It is for these reasons that we have called the twin elements of the 
exhibition ‘An Historical perspective” and “A Contemporary View”. The 
titles hint at the fact that we are aware that there could be other equally 
valid insights and aspects, including works by different artists. However, 
we feel that what we have selected gives a fair and balanced view of the 
past and present.
In the historical survey which is mounted in the specially installed gallery 
at Country Hall, we have chosen work from the date that the County 
Council was formed. Fittingly, this coincides with the rise of the Newlyn 
School. It was in the last decade of the 19th century that Cornwall came 
onto the national Mao of art through the widespread popularity and fame 
of the Newlyn artists. We have then traced the brooding of artistic styles 
and influences as artists from all over the world visited West Cornwall at 
the turn of this century. \
For the period between the wars, we trace the impact of post-
impressionism and the widening of stylistic influences as the artists, 
belatedly perhaps, took note of major changes in European art…The 
2nd Would War brought, almost by chance, the first modernist to St Ives 
and Carbis Bay and for the two decades after the war there was a 



resurgence of artistic activity in which we see the rise of abstraction, with 
its fresh claim to national and international fame. This resurgence in St 
Ives also revitalised Newlyn and provided support for the rise of 
Falmouth as the School of art there, with its gifted staff, came to national 
prominence. In the last two decades the County has opened up and the 
St Ives, Newlyn, Falmouth axis has diminished in importance as artists 
have settled in Marazion, Truro, Par, Helston, North Cornwall and the 
Tamar Valley. But it is true that the Penwith Peninsula still holds the 
greatest concentration of talent. 

Modern Art and St Ives: International Exchange 1915 - 1965
Between Landscape and Abstraction, the Local and the 
International. Chris Stephen
 
Britain’s Art Colony by the Sea, Denyas Val Baker, George Ronald 
London, 1959.
-It is a curious truth that with the solitary exception of John Opie, R. A., 
the past history of art in Cornwall is bereft of Cornish names. But 
otherwise, almost every famous British painter, from Turner to Whistler, 
Sickert to Augustus John, Alfred Munnings to Ben Nicholson, has come 
to Cornwall to paint, why? 

-The Cornish people themselves are like their land, an old and knowing 
race, withdrawn to strangers, living as much in the past as the present; 
without, as has been said, much creative inspiration yet with a quick 
response to things of that nature — what one of their own people, R. 
Glyn Grylls, the biographer, has called simply ‘reactions to a sensitised 
soil’. This same writer once summed up her native character very 
entertainingly in an article she wrote for me when I published Cornish 
Review:

1.Some vivid recollections of those days have been given to me by 
Charles Marriott, one-time art critic of The Times, who lived in St. Ives 
from 1901 to 1910. He remembers a great coming and going of art 
students from London(a custom still in vogue), and visitations from many 
famous painters.\
Most of the painters then living in St Ives practised the broad 
impressionism that derives ultimately from Constable, and there were 
hints of Bastien Leparge, Whistler, Sargent and the Glasgow School. 
“Values” were in the air, so much so that I have heard one layman say to 



another, “You brown boots are a bit high in tone, old chap”. The New 
English Art Club, founded in 1885 was still young enough to be thought 
“rather advanced”.

Precarious 

2.In the years between the two world wars the main majority of painting 
in the St. Ive art colony was traditional. Under the influence of such well-
known academicians as John Park, Lamorna Birch, Charles Simpson, 
Fred Bottomley and thanks very largely to the drive and energy of 
Borlase Smart in the key position of secretary of the St. Ives Society of 
Artists, a wide public had come to be familiar with the appreciative of the 
traditional painter’s view of St. Ives. John Park’s endless variation on the 
reflective view of St. Ives Harbour, Charles Simpson’s vivid oil-paintings 
of fishing boats at sea, Borlase Smart’s striking seascapes, innumerable 
other painter’s painstaking and talented reconstructions of cobbled 
streets in Downalong — these were the paintings for which the St. Ives 
art colony had become renowned, and each spring they were hung in 
formidable quantities in the Royal Academy and other London Galleries. 
In short, these years marked the heyday of the naturalistic interpretation 
of St. Ives, a continuation of the great days of Julius Olsson’s moonlight 
scenes, of T. C. Gotch’s studies of fisherfolk, of Stanhope Forbe’s 
outdoor scene.

3. But things were changing in the art world — even in the Royal 
Academy world. This industrial, now nuclear age is an age of 
revolutionary changes, and it was inevitable that such changes should 
appear among artists. They had, of course, been reflected for several 
decades on the continent among many famous painters, of whom 
Picasso was the latest and best known. Cubism, Surrealism, and all the 
variations of what was popularly identified in the public mind as abstract 
art — these influences at the last permeated even into the comparative 
stronghold which traditionalism had established in St. Ives. Younger 
members of the St. Ives Society began to introduce these new ideas 
and concepts of art, both in their work and in their discussions. Some of 
the older members of the Society regarded the new movements as 
virtual heresy and frowned on any attempts to0 even consider paintings 
manifesting such philosophical concepts. Other more liberal-minded 
members recognised the inevitability of change in art as in other 
spheres. Borlase Smart, in particular, felt very strongly that the St. Ives 



society, to be truly representative, should reflect modern and abstract art 
as well as the traditional, and to this end he managed to carry through 
an arrangement fort a special corner of the New Galley to be given oven 
to the modernists. 

4. It was an admirable effort at compromise, but one inevitably doomed 
to failure. It is doubtful whether modern and traditional art has anything 
at all in common other than the basic integrity without which no kind of 
creative effort is justified…For a time the younger artists attempted to 
side-track the basic dispute by forming themselves into a kind of ginger 
movement within the Society, calling themselves the Crypt Group. And 
holding a separate exhibition in the crypt of the New Gallery. 

5. However, the inevitable split which had been threatening for several 
years, at last came to a head. At an Extraordinary General Meeting of 
the St. Ives Society of Artist held on 5th Feb, 1949, seventeen members 
announced their resignation. Together with a number of supporters, they 
later called a meeting to form a new kind of art society, one such as had 
been visualised by Borlase Smart, aiming at presenting ‘exhibitions of 
the most vital art and craftsmanship, regardless of labels, in the Penwith 
area of Cornwall.’ It was decided to call the new body the Penwith 
Society of Arts in Cornwall. Dr. Herbert Read became the first president, 
and the foundation members were: Shearer Armstrong, Sven Berlin, 
Wilhelmina Barns-Graham, David Cox, Agnes Drey, Leonard Fuller, 
Isobel Heath, Barbara Hepworth, Marion Grace Hocken, Peter Lanyon, 
Bernard Leach, Denis Mitchell, Guido Morris, Marjorie Mostyn, Dicon 
Nance, Robin Nance, Ben Nicholson, Herbert Read, H.Segal and John 
Wells. 

6. Ben Nicholson is what might be called a pure artist: in the world of J. 
P. Hodin, in an ineteresting treatise Ben Nicholson, The Meaning of His 
Art, the critic state: 
We recognise in Ben Nicholson’s art a contribution towards that serene 
harmony and beauty which is a symbol and an expression of a new 
humanism, a new spiritual order. It is classic in its vision for it has striven 
for and achieved the balance of the opposing force of life. 
Hodin suggests that the true subject matter of Ben Nicholson’s 
compositions is, in fact, order and harmony, in the world today. Then he 
goes on:



As in the art of Picasso, there is also in Ben Nicholson’s art a trend 
towards the primitive. It seems that only when both are fused will they 
satisfy the modern artist’s urge for new roots/ Ben Nicholson’s 
primitivism or nativism is related to that of Christopher Wood and the 
Cornish fishermen Alfred Wallis and finds its most eloquent application 
in the rendering of landscapes, mainly Cornish…’
Thus, even in the work of Ben Nocholson, purest of abstract artists, the 
influence of Cornwall demands expression, as he himself has often 
confirmed. 


