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ABSTRACT

THE AESTHETIC THEORIES OF ROGER FRY:
A RE-EVALUATION

By

Leslie Cavell Garelick

Roger Fry is considered one of the foremost formalists of the
twentieth century. But for most of his life, Fry was not a formalist,
as this thesis attempts to prove. I survey Fry's aesthetic theories
from 1900 to 1934. In.the early theory (1900-1914), the criterion for
artistic success is whether a painting adequately conveys the artist's
emotion: thus truth to the imaginative demands of the artist replaces
truth to nature. The distinction between the "actual" and "imagina-
tive" life is sharpened during his formalist years (1915-1924); the
aesthetic emotion must be a response to form alone. I surveyed
important unpublished essays of the twenties and thirties in which
Fry rejects the formalist aesthetic. This late aesthetic defines
painting's "double nature": plastic design combined with psycho-
logical insight. A re-evaluation of Fry's theories may be useful

for postmodernist criticism.



I1lustration 1. Roger Fry seated in an Omega chair. Photograph
taken by Robert Tatlock, c. 1920.
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INTRODUCTION

The Fry Problem

Kenneth Clark has said that "in so far as taste can be changed
by one man, it was changed by Roger Fry.“1 This refers to Fry's
sponsorship of Post-Impressionism in England. Fry organized the
first large-scale London exhibition of the paintings of Gauguin, Van
Gogh, and Cezanne, and such artists as learned from them in the
years preceding 1910--such as Rouault, Derain, and Matisse.2 Fry
coined the term "Post-Impressionism" in titling this first exhibition

Manet and the Post-Impressionists.

Although the art was fiercely derided by many, it immediately
influenced progressive British artists, including Wyndham Lewis,
Duncan Grant, and Fry himself. The artists were also influenced by
Fry's explanation of Post-Impressionist form. The forms had beauty
and significance, said Fry, apart from any associations they might
have with the actual world. Fry became so interested in formal design
that he rarely analyzed a work of art with anything else in mind.

This included works by old masters such as Fra Angelico and Rembrandt.

Because of the importance of his work in formal analysis, Fry
is best known for the formalist aesthetic which dominated his writings
between the years 1915 and 1924. It is widely assumed that Fry was a

formalist throughout his mature career, or at least that if he held



any other view, his expression of it was haphazard and subordinate to
his interest in pure form. These assumptions are not only problematic;
my thesis is that they are clearly false.

Others have contributed to a new understanding of Fry's
aesthetics. Frances Spalding's 1980 biography of Fry is helpful as a
starting point. Spalding's rigorous presentation of facts, dates, and
events in Fry's life first brought to my attention the late aesthetic
theory of Fry, propounded between 1926 and his death in 1934. This
theory recognizes that apart from purely formal design in the pictorial
arts, there exist designs in which representational elements enter into
the aesthetic experience proper. Fry refers to these representational
elements interchangeably as psychological, emotional, or literary; I
follow him fn this.

Spalding also discusses the aesthetic theory held by Fry before
his introduction to Post-Impressionism, a theory given its fullest
expression in his 1909, "An Essay in Aesthetics." Fry was forty-three
in 1909, and well into his mature career. Spalding interprets this
essay as a failed attempt at a formalist theory; this is not the case,
I would argue, since Fry did not seriously take up formalism for
another six years. Rather, the essay is a fully formulated explanation
of art and of the aesthetic experiance, and provides the basis for
both his middle and late theories.3

In his two-volume Letters of Roger Fry, published in 1972,

Denys Sutton mentions Fry's change of mind in the late twenties; he says
it is only in 1934 that Fry fully accepts nonformal elements in paint-

ing.4 Sutton, in his introduction, briefly discusses Fry's early



theory and notes, correctly, that it affécts Fry's analysis of Post-
Impressionism until 1914.5

Sutton and Spalding were both concerned with a great many
facts about Fry's life, and so do not expand on their opinions regard-
ing his aesthetics. Virginia Woolf, in her biography of Fry, is far
more interested in Fry's character and in his influence as a formal-
ist critic to discuss the significance of any theory of his other than
formalism. Her discussion of major early and late essays by Fry
illuminate Fry'slcharacter, rather than his aesthetic predispositions.6

I believe the most recent book to deal with Fry's aesthetics

at any length is Jacqueline Falkenheim's Roger Fry and the Beginnings

of Formalist Art Criticism (dissertation, Yale, 1973, published 1980).

Her primary interest is Fry's formalist criticism in its relation to
artistic concerns in England during his 1ifetime.7 She highlights
Fry's formalist writings: "the beginnings of formalist criticism--
that language descriptive of the relationship among areas of color,
the extension of space, and other structural elements, which avoids
making reference to subject matter or to associations wiph the
external world beyond the picture plane.“8 Her interest is typical of
general interest in Fry; she only briefly reviews Fry's interest in
representational elements in painting from 1909 to 1933. Yet Fry's
late theory, she suggests, "may be considered the one most consistent
with his feelings about art throughout his life."g
Aside from the vast number of articles in which Fry's aesthetic

theories are given passing attention, two particular articles discuss

at some length the nature of Fry's aesthetics. Both find an interplay



of formal and emotional concerns at the center of Fry's discussions

~of the pictorial arts. "The Aesthetic Theories of Roger Fry Recon-
sidered," David Taylor's 1977 work on Fry, ;cknowledges the interest

of most people in Fry's formalist years, which Taylor puts at 1913 to
1925, remarking, however, that "evidence is clearly available that Fry,
in his final decade, was motivated by ideas and attitudes quite differ-
ent from those of his close theoretical association with Clive Bell.“10
Taylor's re-evaluation of Fry is based on "Some Questions in Esthetics,"
written by Fry in 1926 for his collection of essays entitled Transfor-
mations. This fairly late essay shows Fry's abandonment of formalism
for a more inclusive theory.

In a 1962 essay, Berel Lang addresses the question to what
extent Fry can be considered a formalist. Lang finds "an essential
ambivalence in Fry's attitude concerning the degree of 'purity' which
he finds in the art work and in the extent to which he actually carries

11 Rather than being ambivalent, there were

>out his formalist program."
long periods in his life when Fry clearly has no interest in a formal-
ist program. Because Lang's essay does not attempt to treat Fry's
work with any chronological precision, it fails to clarify the real
direction of Fry's thinking on the issue of form and representation.12
The essay documents enough remarks by Fry to make clear, however, that
he was not simply a formalist.
I, too, argue that Roger Fry was not simply a formalist.

Proceeding chronologically, I identify three periods in Fry's aesthetic
theory, and argue for my interpretation of these periods by presenting

quotations from Fry's writings during these periods. Only in his



middle period can Fry be considered a formalist, and even then, the
evaluation should be made with reservations. I have attempted merely
to present the outlines of Fry's theories, and many considerations
have been necessarily left aside.

My analysis of Fry's thought revolves around several essays
which most authors have relied on in interpreting Fry's aesthetic:

"An Essay in Aesthetics" (1909), "Post-Impressionism" (1911), “The
Artist and Psycho-Analysis" (1924), "Some Questions in Esthetics"
(1926), and "The Double Nature of Painting" (1933). I have also used
certain unpublished essays from the Fry Papers at King's College,
Cambridge. I show that in each period of Fry's thought the theories
propounded in these essays are applied in other essays which-are pri-
marily critical, not aesthetic. All these works reveal what I believe
to be a central organizing concept, running through Fry's thought.

For Fry, the work of art is a medium of expression of the
artist's emotion. The work is successful if the artist succeeds in
communicating, through a unified formal composition, the emotions he
or she feels. Fry's understanding of what emotions properly belong
to a work of art changes throughout his 1ife. Finally, Fry's con-
stant re-evaluation of his theories, his interest in helping the
public to see works of art, and his sensitivity to the artist's purpose
lead him to a theory which encompasses and refines his former theorigs
and which, in particular, rejects formalism as inadequate to explain

the whole of art and the aesthetic experience.
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CHAPTER I

THE EARLY THEORY, 1902-1909: ART AS
EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION

- In his unpublished essay "Expressive Representation in the
Graphic Arts," written in 1908, Fry states his attitude toward
aesthetic theorizing:

I am myself obliged from time to time to sum up my results in

a theory of aesthetics, which I always regard as provisional

and as of the nature of a scientific hypothesis, to be held

valid until some new phenomenon arises which demands that the

terms of the theory shall be revised so as to include

it . ..
This insistence on constant re-examination is admirable in Fry. He
maintained this attitude throughout his 1ife and it allowed him to
explore widely divergent theories and experiences of art at a time
when the representational theory of art was being questioned.2 The
theories which Fry held at one time or another were never fully
reasoned; he borrowed ideas from a variety of sources and developed
them, at any given time, as a loose system of explanation for his own
understanding and feelings about art. As an artist Fry always had in
mind a use for his aesthetic theories; the theorizing of Sir Joshua
Reynolds was an early ideal of Fry, who in his introduction to an
edition of Reynolds' Discourses (1905) writes:3
The artist can make as little use of the pure aesthetics of
professed philosophers as the practical engineer can of the
higher mathematics; what he requires is an applied aesthetics,

7
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and it is rarely indeed that a writer has at once the practi-
cal knowledge and the power of generalization requisite to
produce any valuable work in this difficult and uncertain
science. Reynolds was one of the first, and he remains one
of the best, who have attempted it. He keeps, as a rule,
close to the point at which the artist must attack the prob-
lems of aesthetics, and he succeeds in proportion as he does
so. When he endeavours to find support in abstract philoso-
phical principles he is less happy, though he never fails to
be ingenious and suggestive. It results from this--from his
approaching the subject with the artist rather than the
philosopher--that his methods will be found of real value.

~ This evaluation of Reynolds may will serve as a description of Fry's
own work in the area of aesthetics.

The aesthetic theory Fry held throughout the first decade of
the century had developed during the time Fry was establishing a repu-
tation as a connoisseur of the old masters (he was curator of paintings
and European buyer for the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1906-1910).
He supplemented his living by writing regularly for such journals as

the Nation, the Atheneum, the Pilot, and the Burlington Magazine. Fry

wrote reviews of contemporary exhibitions, explaining the art of his
peers, as well as the art of the masters. Fry was familiar with
Impressionist work and had seen and reviewed works by Cezanne and other
Post-Impressionists, but had not as yet taken them to heart, when he
wrote, in 1909, "An Essay in Aesthetics."

This essay summarizes the direction of Fry's first aesthetic;
what I shall refer to as Fry's early theory of the nature of art is a
criticism of the theory of the pictorial arts as essentially repre-
sentational. He believed that the theory of representation in which
imitation was the central explanatory concept was inadequate for a

complete and fruitful understanding of the graphic arts. In particular,
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such an explanation, Fry felt, must corrupt or leave aside the crea-
tive act.4 Fry continued to hold this particular view throughout his
life.

Fry's alternative to the theory of imitation was based on the
idea that art is an expression of the artist's emotion. Beauty in
art is different from beauty in nature because of the artist's role.
"In our reaction to a work of art there is . . . a consciousness of
a peculiar sympathy with the man who made this thing in order to arouse
precisely the sensation we experience."5 Following Fry's méthod of
attacking the problems of aesthetics--"close to the point at which the
artist must"--this statement emphasizes first, that a work of art is
an expression of emotion (loosely equated here with sensation); second,
that the artist's expression results in an object with its own force
of reality; and third, that the viewer experiences the emotion
expressed by the artist.

Fry acknowledges a debt to Tolstoy's 1896 What is Art?, from
which Fry takes the notion of “the essential importance in art of the

u6 In exp1aihing his attraction to this idea,

expression of emotions.

Fry wrote in 1920 that Tolstoy had laid aside previous theories of art

which centered around the concept of beauty in favor of more useful

speculation, wherein one might ask (among other things), "of what

kind of emotions is art the expresﬁion?"7 Tolstoy himself allows art

to express a great many emotions: humor, courage, voluptuousness,

a feeling of quietness or of admiration. Tolstoy:8
To evoke in oneself a feeling one has experienced, and having

evoked it in oneself, then, by means of movements, lines,
colors, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit



10
that feeling that others may experience the same feeling--
this is the activity of art.
Throughout the rest of his book, Tolstoy attempts to show that the
feelings that good art transmits are those "highest and best" feelings,
which morally elevate. Fry rejects this stricture on art, a§ he had
rejected it in Ruskin.

While Tolstoy was clearly a direct influence on Fry regarding
emotional expression in the arts, other writers of whom Fry was aware
and who represented views commonly held at this time made it possible
for Fry to adopt this position. As Frances Spalding has noted, Fry
again turns to Reynolds for precedent. Fry, in his introduction to
the Discourses, says of Reynolds that his "contention was that art was
not a mechanical trick of imitation, but a mode of expression of human

expem’ence."9

Two Americans, George Santayana and Denman Ross, with
whose writings Fry was familiar, included the idea of art as an essen-
tially expressive activity in their works. The idea is central. to

Santayana's The Sense of Beauty, which Fry mentions in his introduction

to Reynold's discourses. And in The Theory of Pure Design, published

in 1907, Denman Ross states: "The arts are different forms or modes

of expression: modes of feeling, modes of thought, modes of action.“10
This basic view of the essence of art is not argued in Ross's book.
But that it is firmly stated, seemingly without need of defense, is
evidence of its widespread acceptance at the turn of the century;
this helps us to understand in what intellectual context Fry was
working.

In order to apply this general concept of art as expression

to particular works of art, Fry introduces six "elements of design,"
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which are the forms in a work of pictorial art: rhythm of line, mass,
space, light and shade, color, and the inclined plane. Whle Fry might
have included other elements for consideration in looking at a work

of art, his program of dividing up these particular elements for
further discussion and perception, is complete.

As we might by now expect, Fry does not introduce these elements
of design as sufficient in themselves. Rather, they affect us in
certain ways, they arouse certain emotions in us because they stand
in relation to certain natural phenomena which arouse similar emotions
in us during the course of actual life. Rhythm of 1line, for example,
appeals to sensations of muscular activity, or space to profound
judgments surrounding our very physical movement. The “emotional
elements of design," says Fry "have this great advantage over poetry,
that they can appeal more directly and immediately to the emotional

nll

accompaniments of our bare physical existence. He remarks that

only with the "presentation of natural appearances" can these elements
affect us strongly.12
But what begins to look like an admission that art is repre-
sentation after all is forestalled by Fry. He emphasizes that form in
a work of art is ordered according to the demands of the imaginative
1ife of the artist, not according to nature's demands. The artist
chooses which aspects of natural form to borrow in constfucting a work
which conveys an emotional idea of the artist's own invention. No
longer is truth to nature the criterion for artistic success, but the

adequate expression of the artist's emotional idea. It is crucial

to note that Fry doesn't set 1imits on what is an emotional idea.
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And this freedom is what allows him, five years later, to sympathize
with Bell's notion that discrete aesthetic emotions are the sole
appropriate emotions to be felt in front of a work of art.

By basing his early replacement for the theory of imitation on
the distinction between the imaginative 1ife and actual 1ife, Fry
provides a partial explanation for why we call only certain objects
works of art, and further, why certain emotional reactions are aesthetic
while others are not. Noting that unlike our responses to visual
phenomena in actual life, when confronted with an art object, which
we do not have to react to physically "we see the event much more
clearly; see a number of quite interesting but irrelevant things, which
in real 1ife could not struggle into our consciousness, bent, as it
would be, entirely upon the problem of our appropriate reaction.“13
Thus our instinctive response to run away from a charging bull is
completely unnecessary and beside the point if the bull is a painted
one.

Fry calls art "the chief organ of the imaginative 1ife.“14
The imaginative 1ife, for Fry, is distinguished not only by a greater
clarity of perception, but also by a "greater purity and freedom of

its emotionf: together with the idea that art is the medium of expres-
sive emotion, this concept of the imaginative life is the vehicle
through which Fry identifies the subject matter of aesthetics in this
early phase of his development.15 Kenneth Clark has suggested that the
dichotomy between the imaginative and the active life was to remain

the foundation of Fry's aesthetic theory throughout his 'Iife.l6
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Fry's doctrine of the "emotional elements of design" allows
him to make general evaluations of an artist's work within a con-
sistent framework. A work could now be judged according to how
successfully its elements evoked the specific feelings the artist
had in mind. In a 1902 Athenaeum review of Auguste Breal's Rembrandt:

a Critical Essay, Fry applies his doctrine:17

M. Breal hardly allows for the part played in the resulting
beauty by those elements of design which he calls factitious.
He insists on Rembrandt's study of nature, on his feeling

for life, on the intensity of his vision, but he scarcely
points out how much in the total result of Rembrandt's render-
ing of Biblical scenes is due to the deliberate invention and
the artful composition of his scenes--composition which,
where it is successful, where it really furthers the

dramatic idea, is based on the same principles of balance

and intentional design as were employed by the Italians

whom Rembrandt studied and copied, even though he never
imitated them.

Fry, throughout the years in which he held this early theory of the
nature of art, organized his comments about pictures around the prin-
ciple of emotional or expressive design. Not only could he make
general evaluations of artists, but also detailed comments on particu-
lar parts of their pictures. In what is otherwise a rather vague and
ill-written essay, "Art and Religion," (1902) Fry draws our attention
to a particularly fine passage in one of Fra Angelico's Annuncia-
tions; his reaction to the passage is particularly sensitive and
even poetic, making it clear that at this time in his 1life Fry had
no qualms about the value of "non-aesthetic" emotions.18
At once the artist sees in his two figures the opportunity
for a subtle balance of line, for that polarity which enters
more or less into all beautiful design, while anything like
a too rigid symmetry is avoided by the contrast of mood, and

therefore gesture, and so of line, between the angel whose
rapid flight is brought to its gentle close, and the sudden
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movement of surprise, the start of awakening from reverie
to a reality of incredible significance, which character-
izes the Virgin's movement.

I have noted that Fry's formulation of Tolstoy's idea empha-
sizes that the work of art, as an expression of emotion, has its own
force of reality. This is to be understood in the sense that it is
the art object itself which moves the spectator to a particular emo-
tion, by its particular arrangement of forms. Whether or not the
forms themselves are representational, it is their arrangement which
determines a particular situation and a particular response. This
kind of reality, peculiar to works of art (as Fry will maintain
throughout his 1ife) is very close to that which Bernard Berenson
ascribes to the work of Giotto and others. In his 1896 Florentine
Painters, Berenson describes Giotto's work as "life-enhancing," that
is as appealing to our whole being, our senses, nerves, feeling for
weightiness and space. Thus we identify with the thing or scene
represented, according to Berenson, more completely than we would in
real life, yet the appeal is not made to evoke action on our parts
but rather to produce in us a feeling of ecstacy, which is the desired
result of a work of art.19

Lifefenhancement is a quality of a work of art, and corre-
.spondingTy, the viewer who appreciates this quality does so by having
what Berenson calls "ideated sensations." 20

Ideated sensations . . . are those that exist only in the
imagination, and are produced by the capacity of the object
to make us realize its entity and live its life. In the
visual arts this capacity is manifested primarily and funda-

mentally through varieties of imagined sensations of contact
and their multiple implications; and through the equally
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imagined sensations of barometric, thermometric, visceral, and
above all muscular alterations, supposed to be taking place in
the objects represented.

When an artist makes use of his material this way, he has
created "form" in the Berensonian sense.21 Although, as Spalding has
pointed out, Fry in 1908 wrote to Berenson that he was looking at art
"more psychologically, less physiologically" than was Berenson, yet
the basic understanding of the relation of expressive artistic form
to the natural world is shared by Fry and Berenson and it seems that
Fry borrowed from Berenson the idea that specific forms evoke specific
reactions because of this relation.

Fry was a close friend of Berenson at this time, and knew

22

his writings intimately. Some of the most interesting of Berenson's

ideas, for Fry's purposes,were his concepts of material and spiritual
significance. It is by grasping the significant in an object and
expressing that significance in form that an artist produces a work
that is life-enhancing. In discussing Giotto's Arena chapel frescoes,
Berenson remarks:23
"What are the significant traits," he seems to have asked him-
self, "in the appearance and action of a person under the
specific domination of one of these vices? Let me paint the
person with these traits, and I shall have a figure that
perforce must call up the vice in question." So he paints
"Inconstancy" as a woman with a blank face, her arms held
out aimlessly, her torso falling backwards, her feet on the
side of the wheel. It makes one giddy to look at her.
In choosing to portray just those character traits, as they manifest
themselves visibly, those which most clearly define a certain sort
of individual, Giotto has, in Berenson's terms, isolated the spirit-

ually significant.
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This notion is closely related to Berenson's notion of the
"materially significant." What is conveyed in this case is not the
spiritual aspect of things, but their material aspect. According to
Berenson, an "exemplification of his (Giotto's) sense for the signifi-
cant is furnished by his treatment of action and movement. The group-
ing, the gestures never fail to be just as will most rapidly convey
the meaning. So with the significant line, the significant light
and shade, the significant look up or down, and the significant
gesture . . . Giotto conveys a complete sense of motion.“24 Later in
the text Berenson elaborates his notion of significance, in explain-
ing what the artist achieves in his attempt to render movement; 25

making us realize it as we never can actually, he gives us a
heightened sense of capacity, and whatever is in the actual-
ity enjoyable, he allows us to enjoy at our leisure. In words
already familiar to us, he extracts the significance of move-

ments, just as, in rendering tactile values, the artist
extracts the corporeal significance of objects."

Thus Berenson suggests that Giotto knows what is significant insofar
as he knows what will most appropriately convey the idea he wishes to
express. Giotto's forms are chosen because they are significant--in
the everyday sense of the word.

Berenson's definition of significance, while maintaining the
link with meaning external to (though evoked by) the forms themselves,
nevertheless directs one to the notion of a kind of reality in art
which is in an important sense more vivid than actual reality. It
also directs one to the artist's choice of form to serve an end and
gives precedent for the use of a notion of significance which centers

itself on form.
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While Fry rarely uses the word "significant" before 1910, his
early theory of art makes constant reference to the Berensonian sense
of the word in insisting that the artist chooses his elements of design
for a particular purpose, to create a ﬁarticular effect. I suggest
that Fry continues to use this idea throughout his aesthetic writings;
during the period between 1915 and 1920 Fry develops his "middle"
theory of the nature of art, in which Berenson's idea is transformed
into the idea of "significant form." Fry develops.“significant form"
with Clive Bell, as will be discussed in Chapters II and III.

While Fry introduces particular emotional elements of design
to be found in the graphic arts, he considers it essential that his
aesthetic cover all the arts. He will maintain this concern through
his career, but it is especially clear in his early theory. Fry gave a
series of (unpublished) lectures in New York and London during his
tenure at the Metropolitan. Based on the ideas in "An Essay in
Aesthetics," the purpose of these lectures is to divide all of art
into four categories: Epic, Comedic, Lyric, and Dramatic. Fry's
explanation of these categories, discussed briefly by Spalding from
her perusal of the Fry Papers at Cambridge, indicates how firmly
established was his belief that art is an expression of emotion.

Fry developed these categories to explain the various kinds of emo-
tions produced by various paintings. "The epic artist," he writes,
fwatches the procession and recalls it for the wonder, amazement and
delight of his kindred."26 The comedic artist conveys the emotions of

mundane experience with satire, irony, and wit; the lyric conveys
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confession§ of the soul, and finally, a dramatic artist conveys emo-
tions related to the most personal experience of the individual
(see ITlustration 2).27

Acknowledging that his scheme is derived directly from an
analogy with poetry, Fry defends himself, noting that "the emotions
which are expressed by poetry, by music and by painting are of the
same nature and that therefore these modes hold good for all the

arts."28

For Fry, the example of poetry is particularly helpful
"because there the direction of the emotional condition is much more
definite than in the other arts and, therefore, in that art much
'greater progress has been made in c1assification."29
In his 1964 essay on Fry, Quentin Bell remarked that the New

English Art Club, with which Fry was affiliated between 1891 and 1908,
was "very much devoted to the idea of impersonality" in art.30 A
stance taken from Whistler, this refusal to accept deeper emotional
significance in painting was unacceptable to Fry. Fry's own interpre-
tation of Velasquez' work, at this time, was equally unacceptable to
the club:3!

I advance this with great diffidence--I know that it is rank

heresy to attribute any conscious literary idea to any work of

Velasquez. It is a blow upon the reputation of the one old

master who is supposed to be free from the taint of thought and

innocent of the crime of poetical imagination.

Spalding considers it a weakness in Fry's argument, in "An

Essay in Aesthetics," that "while stressing that one should appreciate
a work first for its formal qualities, he as yet refuses to adopt a
purely formalist stance: he cannot deny either the need to be aware

of the artist's purpose, nor the psychological appeal of subject
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ITlustration 2. Roger Fry: The Pool, Exh. 1899. 0il on canvas,
42 x 68.5 cm. Private Collection.
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matter."32 The implication that Fry intends his essay to be an argu-
ment for formalism is, I maintain, wrong-headed.

Fry's introduction of "emotional elements of design" as an
organizing concept was part of a continuous task throughout his life
to provide a vocabulary for discussion of the visual arts. Fry had
been introduced to such an attempt by Ross, whose discussion of
formal aspects of the graphic arts is particularly exact. Fry's
later contributions to this effort will be discussed in Chapters III
and IV.

The work of Ross is also important in the context of Roger

33

Fry's understanding of form. In The Theory of Pure Design Ross

discusses painting and drawing, distinguishing in their expression

two modes: "the mode of Pure Design and the mode of Representation."

Ross:34

By Pure Design I mean simply Order, that is to say, Harmony,
Balance, and Rhythm, in lines and spots of paint, in tones,
measures, and shapes. . . . In Representation we are no
longer dealing, as in Pure Design, with meaningless terms.

. . . The attention must be directed to what is important,
away from what is unimportant. Objects, people, and things
represented must be brought out and emphasized or suppressed
and subordinated, according to the Idea or Truth which the
artist wishes to express.

Although Ross's book focuses on Pure Design, he claims that Pure
Design and Representation can be effectively combined.35 The bpok
includes diagrams, simple line drawings, which illustrate his remarks
on Harmony, Balance, and Symmetry. Ross seems to admit in more than
one example that our appreciation of Design is ffacilitated by an

association of ideas.“36 It is unclear in these cases whether the
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Design is automatically Representational rather than Pure, since the
author mentions such associations as asides.

Another, more well-known writer on art at the turn of the
century, with whose writings Fry was also familiar, was James Abbott
McNeill Whistler. That Fry was wholly aware of Whistler's interest
in form for its own sake is evident (together with Fry's reaction to
this idea) in a 1903 Athenaeum obituary writtén by Fry on "Mr.
Whistler." I quote Fry at length to show his understanding of

Whistler and his attitude toward the question of form and content at

this date.3’

Along with sentimentality, which he rightly saw was the bane
of our age and country, he denounced all sentiment, all
expression of mood in art, until he arrived at the astounding
theory, enunciated in his "Ten o'Clock," that pictorial art
consists in the making of agreeable patterns, without taking
account of the meaning for the imagination of the objects
represented by them--that, indeed, the recognition of the
objects was not part of the game. The forms presented were
to have no meaning beyond their pure sensual quality, and
each patch of colour was to be like a single musical note,

by grouping which a symphony, as he himself called it

could be made. The fallacy of the theory lay in its over-
looking the vast difference in their effects on the imagina-
tion and feelings beween groups of meaningless colour-patches
and rhythmical groups of inarticulate sounds. As a protest
it was, or might have been valuable, since it emphasized

that side of art which, when once realistic representation

is attainable, tends to be lost sight of; but as a working
theory for an artist of extraordinary gifts it was unfortu-
nate, since it cut away at a blow all those methods of

appeal which depend on our complex relations to human beings
and nature; it destroyed the humanity of art. What Mr.
Whistler could not believe is yet a truth which the history
of art impresses, namely, that sight is rendered keener and
more discriminating by passionate feeling--that the coldly
abstract sensual vision which he inculcated is, in the long
run, damaging to the vision itself, while the poetical vision
increases the mere power of sight.
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Fry's early aesthetic theory replaces a long standing theory
that the criterion for success in the pictorial arts is accuracy of
representation. Fry objected to this theory because it ignored the
artist's activity as a creator of expressive emotional designs, and
because it relegated pictorial art to the statue of a reflection of
reality.

For Fry, a work of art has a reality of its own, independent
of the whims of nature and human instinct. It is independent in tﬁe
sense that the artist orders the forms in a work of art according to
his or her own imaginative demands. These forms, which Fry calls
"emotional elements of design," arouse emotions in the viewer which,
although related to the emotions of actual life, are distinct from
those emotions, since the "aesthetic emotions" are appreciated in and
for themselves. In contrast, the emotions of actual life are appre-
ciated "by the standard of resultant action."38 Tolstoy, Berenson,
and Reynolds are important influences on Fry in his first attempt to
establish an aesthetic theory, and mahy of the ideas that Fry garners

from these authors remaih important in his later work.
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CHAPTER I1

THE EARLY THEORY APPLIED, 1910-1914: POST-IMPRESSIONISM

We have seen that during the first decade of the century, the
content of Fry's aesthetic theory was influenced by philosophers and
connoisseurs of art. Fry's theory was to be practical. It allowed
Fry to explain the emotions he felt in looking at works of art and to
categorize the kinds of pictures which produced these emotions. He
emphasized the imaginative, communicative effort of the artist in
creating "expressive form." Between 1910 and 1915 Fry was to continue
interpreting art in terms of expressive form. And between 1915 and
1920 he turned his attention more directly to the forms themselves
and to those emotions which are aroused solely through the relations
of form, and not through psychological or literary associations.

Throughout this decade, 1910-20, the major influence on Fry's
aesthetic theory does not come from literature, but from a new
acknowledged movement in the visual arts, which Fry called "Post-
Impressionism." Fry also turned, at various times, to remarks by the
artists themselves.

As Fry would argue.in several articles written between 1910
and 1934, art critics and aestheticians have, traditionally, been
intellectuals who discuss visual art as an offshoot of their literary

‘interest, attempting to define the visual arts on the model of

25
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literature. Fry attempts, increasingly during the years 1910-1920,
to bring to art theory the consciousness of the artist, whose model
is visual. That artists should have an important say in how art
should be defined lent itself to analysis which emphasized the visual
and the technical, an approach which set a standard for modernist
criticism. This visual approach allows Fry to emphasize the individual-
ity of the artist's intentions or purposes, particularly the Post-
Impressionist's, and confirms the practical direction of his theory,
directed as it is toward careful looking.

One of the artists to whom Fry listened was Maurice Denis.
Fry benefited from Denis' understanding of the art of Cézanne, in
particular as expressed in a two-part article which Fry himself trans-

lated for publication in the Burlington Magazine, January and Febru-

ary, 1910. For Denis, as for Fry, the art object is a result of the
artist's response to his environment; meaning is expressed through

1 But what will

form, according to Denis' symbolist interpretation.
become particularly important for Fry later in the decade is the idea
that an artist must pay the closest attention to his or her medium's
"intrinsic properties." Denis states that, "just as the writer deter-
mined to owe the whole expression of his poem to what is, except for
idea and subject, the pure domain of literature--sonority of words,
rhythm of phrase, elasticity of syntax--the painter (Cézanne) has been
a painter before everything."2 Denis' interpretation of Cézanne's
work, which is not purely formalist but which does emphasize form,

- did not at first dominate Fry's conception of Cezanne or the Post-

Impressionists in general.
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Fry's practical aesthetic, in this decade between 1910 and
1920, cannot be separated from his attempt to gain acceptance for
Post-Impressionism in England. Fry was at all times during his life
more interested in bringing a clear understanding of art to the
general public than in discovering sophisticated truths which could
only interest those whose profession it is to think about art.

The first full-scale Post-Impressionist exhibition to be held

in England, called Manet and the Post-Impressionists, was organized

by Fry and ran from November 3, 1910, to January 15, 1911, at the
Grafton Gallery in London. In her biography of Fry, Spalding says
that Fry at first 1iked the term "Expressionists" for these painters,
because of the strong expressive design which characterized their
work.3 For one reason or another, this label was finally rejected.
The show centered on works of Cézanne, Van Gogh, and Gauguin, and

included such works as Manet's Un Bar aux Folies-Bergéres, Matisse's

Femme aux Yeuxvertgi-Cézanne's La Vieille au Chapelet, and Van Gogh's

Dr. Gachet.*

Of the exhibitiaon, Clive Bell was to recall: "I do not suppose
there were fifty people in England who had looked at pictures by
Matisse or Picasso, but all true lovers of art knew instinctively that
they hated them. "> Oné indignant citizen expressed in the Nation his
"infinite sadness that Art should be dragged so low. I venture to
think," he adds, "that neither painters nor the public will listen to
the cobwebs of words which may be put together in praise of the

product of diseased minds, for, let us hope, the great mass of the
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people are as yet sane."6

Virginia Woolf, in her biography of Fry,
mentions a great number of prominent Britains who expressed a similar
outraged reaction, including Sir William Richmond, D. S. MacCall,
Henry Holiday, Wilfrid Blunt, and Henry Tonks.7 Fry, himself, wrote
in a number of places that the same people to whom he had been lectur-
ing on Greek and Renaissance art--the "cultured" upper middle class in
England--who had seemed to have an appreciation for art--now rejected
the great works of Post-Impressionism. Fry understood this rejection
as based on snobbery--there had been a great many things to know about,
for instance, Italian art which could be resorted to if one had failed
to see the works. This was not the case with a still 1ife by Cézanne.
"One could feel fairly sure," wrote Fry, "that one's maid could not
rival one in the former case, but might by a mere haphazard gift of
Providence surpass one in the second."8 The upper classes could not
tolerate an art as accessible to their servants as it was to them-
selves. While Fry did not have a sympathetic audience in the upper
classes, his remarks on the nature of the new art were enthusiastically
accepted by young English artists; Fry had a regular following in this
quarter.9 Artists had a use for Fry's critical theory, his applied
aesthetic; it gave them the freedom to explore their mediums'’ fintrin-
sic properties." And it was in the assessment of Post-Impressionist
art that Fry's gift for getting people to look carefully was most
strongly challenged.

In applying his aesthetic theory to Post-Impressionist art, Fry
acted as a true critic. H. Gene Blocker in his 1975 article, "The

Oilcan Theory of Criticism," argues, following Sibley, Isenberg,
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Hungerford, and Hampshire, that a critic's task is not to prove the
truth of something. Rather, she or he attempts "to get us to see the
work of art in a certain way, to get us into position to see for our-
selves what is being claimed for it."10 Blocker suggests that Fry did
just this in his remarks to the British public on Post-Impressionism.
Fry's strategy, according to Blocker, was two-fold. First, Fry
separated art from life, defining art by its essentially formal
qualities and defining 1ife by its moral and representational interests.
This, Blocker says, amounted to giving.the public "a simple and value-
laden choice between art and non-art."11 Then, Fry explained the new
art as a return to the strong design tradition of past art (particu-
larly that of the Italian Quattrocento), thus giving the new art its
place in tradition and, with that, a claim to respectibility and
comprehensibﬂity.12
Blocker's interpretation better fits Fry's more formalist
writings. These do not appear until after 1914. In 1910, at the
beginning of the ten-year period in which Fry had the most to say about
Post-Impressionism, Fry's remarks revolve around the same point he
wished to make clear in his early theory--that creative, expressive
design was the primary activity of the artist. Cézanne is the great
master of the new movement. Fry writes in the December 3, 1910,
Nation that it was Cezanne "who discovered by some mysterious process
the way out of the cul-de-sac into which the pursuit of naturalism
& outrance had led art."13 His assessment of artists, such as

Matisse and Van Gogh, by the emotional qualities of their work shows
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Fry's interest at this time in a nonformal analysis. And Fry's
analysis of Cezanne is largely nonformal.14
When Cezanne turns to the human form he becomes, being of a
supremely classical temperament, not indeed a deeply psycho-
logical painter, but one who seizes individual character in its
broad, static outlines. His portrait of his wife has, to my
mind, the great monumental quality of early art, of Piero della
Francesca or Mantegna. It has the self-contained inner life,
that resistance and assurance that belong to a real image, not
to a mere reflection of some more insistent reality.

‘Fry's continued interest in finding a way to replace the
theory of imitation becomes especially clear in an answer to the
critics of the exhibition, when he replies to Henry Holiday's criti-
cism of one of Cézanne's Bathers. Holiday had objected that beyond
the bare recognizability as human figures, Cézanne's bathers "were as
nearly formless as possible--feeble and flabby. . . . I have sometimes
seen bathers," he says, "but not being a Post-Impressionist, I failed
to see thick black 1ines round their h‘mbs.“15 Fry replies by point-
ing out "unnatural linear conventions" ina drawing of the
Virgin and Child by Raphael, noting that Holiday "forgets that Art
uses the representation of nature as a means to expression, but that
representation is not its end and cannot be made a canon of criti-
cism.“16 Fry ends the defense with a similarly strong statement as
to the "main achievement" of the Post-Impressionists: fthey have
recognized that the forms which are most impressive to the imagina-
tion are not necessarily those which recall objects of actual life
most clearly to the mind.“l7 Fry makes a bolder statement in an
interview in a few years later, iterating this theme: "Art," he says,

"is significant deformity.“18
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Fry's writing in this period is beautifully and insightfully
done and his passion for this new art is profound. A lecture given by
Fry at the end of the first Post-Impressionist exhibition, published

in the Fortnightly Review, is particularly eloquent. Fry makes twa

main points: first, that a certain amount of distortion of natural
appearances is necessary in order that the picture conform to the
imaginative demands of the artist. But secondly, "a certain amount of
naturalism, of likeness to the actual appearance of things is neces-
sary, in order to evoke in the spectator's mind the appropriate
associated ideas."19 The degree of distortion depends entirely on
what the artist wishes to express. Fry applies this idea further in
categorizing types of subjects in the graphic arts.20

And I think we may say this, that those sentiments and emo-

tions which centre around the trivialities of ordinary life

--that kind of art which corresponds to the comedy of manners

in Titerature--will require a larger dose of actuality, will

have to be very precise and detailed in its naturalism:

but those feelings which belong to the deepest and most

universal parts of our nature are likely to be actually dis-

turbed or put off by anything 1ike literal exactitude to

actual appearance.
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