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OBJECTIVES

It has not been my intention to produce an exhaustive
study of the work of John Nash., Rather, the thesis repre-
sents an attempt to construct a new critical framework =
by revealing certain themes and strands wifbin the work
itself and certain patterns of influence and associations
in relation to the contexts of modern British and European
painting - which effectively demonstrates the value and
significance of Nash's achievement. The concluding section
of the work is devoted to a detailed examination of the
critical writing, which seeks to establish the basis of the
obvious discrepancy between the work and its evaluation,



A NOTE ON METHOD

There is always a danger that a monograph of this kind
will turn into a crusade which attempts to rescue the neg-
lected genius from the oblivion to which he had been con-
demned by indolent and short-sighted critics., Mindful of
this and as a result proceediﬁg cautiously I have contine-
ually referred back to the work, with its inherent weaknes-
ses and strengths, and used it as a testing ground for those
of my assertions which could be regarded as being in any
way novel or contentious.

I have taken the rather unorthodox step of considering
the oils and watercolours in conjunction for two reasons.
Firstly, because it facilitates the development of a much-
needed overview of Nash's total output which, in turn,
enables the characteristic pattern of his development to be
revealeds Secondly, the approach is justified by the fact
that Nash himself attempted, as it were, to eradicate the
distinction between the two categories; to infuse his oil
painting - which he thought of as the superior and almost
obligatory medium for a professional artist - with the
spontaneity of his watercolours. Eecause of the dearth of
relevant primary source material and other féctors, the
work which Nash executed before 1939 is difficult to date
with any degree of certainty,., The crucially important
records of the Goupil Gallery were destroyed in the London
blitz of 1940 and Nash's personal sales record stops abrupt-
ly in 1929, 1In addition the works are often difficult to
identify by their titles which are highly repetitive and
often rather anonymous in character. ‘

The dated works, of which there are comparatively few,
fall into two categories - those dated at the time of exec-
ution and those dated retrospectively, It would seem as if
the practice of retrospective dating was largely confined
to the commercially successful last ten years of Nash's



life when dealers in particular were naturally anxious to
establish the dates of the much sought after early works.
Such dating is reasonably easy to discern, since it differs
widely from the character of contemporary dating and often
carries a 'circa' suffix. Although this kind of dating is
understandably unreliable it nevertheless pfdvides a rough
guide which enables work to be more accurately dated by
using other source material,

I have used as many of these paintings as circumstan-
ces have allowed although they do not, by any means, rep-
resent the total number of Nash's dated works. I have
supplemented these with other works which can be dated
with a reasonable degree of certainty on grounds either of
style or other available information,

A few works of rather more doubtful identity and date
are included on the strength of either their exceptional
quality or the important role they play within particular lines
of developnment.

I have included in the thesis éhly about half of the
four hundred or so works which were originally considered.



CHAPTER 1 1893 ~ 1916

introduction: Early Life

John Northcote Nash was born in London on 11lth April,
1893, the second son of Carolyn Maud and William Harry Nash.
RNash's father was a barrister who later became Recordexr of
Abingdon, iis paternal grandfather had been a Buckingham-
shire landowner of some substance and although the family
fortune had been spread necessarily rather thinly between
his surviving ten children on his death, Nash himself was
nevertheless afforded all the privileges of an Edwardian
middle-class upbringing: Nash's father was controlled and
undemonstrative in character though by no mecans remote from
his children. Hjis mother was less so although she too
" exhibited -a natural sense of reserve. The sense of prop-
riety and correctness which Nash inherited from his archet-
ypal Edwardian father appears to have been something of a
family trait. According to Lance Sieveking: '(Paul) Nash
carried out everything that was required of him with a
thoroughness and efficiency which obviously satisfied some=-
thing in him that had been cultivated by his upbringing.
ll1is brother John . « « was just the same.'(l)

On account of his father's dwindling practice and a
rather serious illness contracted by his mother, the family
moved out of London to Iver Heath in Buckinghamshire in
1901, Despite the move Nash's mother grew steadily worse
and she spent the rest of her remaining time in nursing
hones of one kind or another until her death in 1910. Con-
sequently Nash and his sister Barbara were thrown nts the
company of servants and his 'knowledge and interest in

1. Lance Sieveking, The Eve of the Beholder, Hulton I'ress,
1957, page 49,




plants was stimulated by an excellent governess, whose ser=-
vices were shared with a neighbourg household.‘(l)

During this time Nash seems to have had little contact
with his clder brother Paul, although John's rather aesthe-
etic appearante must have struck Paul as the latterkt auto-
biography suggests: 'I was not supposed to be sensitive,
All that sort of thing was vested in my brother Jack, who
was delicate and had silky auburn hair and very wide open
eyes.'(z) The competitive character of this reference to
their early lives is typical of Paul's general attitude to
his brother. (See below)

School

Nash had a conventional education; he attended Langley
Place preparatory school first as a day boy and then fronm
1905 as a boarder. In 1909 he went on to Wellington Colleg2
where he remained until the summer of 1911, Public séhool
education was still at that time a fairly brutal affair;
the birch was still in use and new boys were still subject-
ed to severe bullying from the hardened inmates. _Welling-
ton itself had a justifiable reputation for toughness even
by idwardian standards; the accent, in Nash's dbrmitbry
especially, was on sport and outdoor activities of all
kinds. He did not suffer as his brother had done in simil-
ar circumstances however, and after the obligatory period
of bullying he felt that he 'was beginning to emerge as an
individuall{3) By means of what Nash himself described as
tinnate cunning'(4) he was able to avoid distasteful things
'I went in for the Botany prize at Wellington, in order to
avoid cricket. Some sports had to be played and I chose

1. John Nash, The Artist Plantsman, Anthony d'Offay , 1976.
2. Paul Nash, Outline, Faber and Faber, 1947, page 49.

3. Conversation with the artist.

4, 1bid,




Fives. With freedom to ramble and collect specimens, I
spent two agreeable summer terms.'(l)

Early Influences

From early in his life Nash saw watercolours by LEdward
Lear in the collection of his aunt AugustaBethel, They
must have impressed since he made a point of seeking out
further examples of Lear's .work which were to be found in
small London galleries before 1917. Lear's Nonsense Books

were also a feature of the brothers early lives which must
certainly have encouraged and perhaps even have engendered
John's interest in comic drawings,.

Paul Nash obviously provided the most important link
with the world of art during these early years. Between
1907 and 1910 Paul designed a number of book plates in the
Rossetti/Crane manner which strongly affected his younger
brother. Although John became, to use his own word, 'sat-
urated'(z) with the Pre«Raphaelites, they must have been
relatively short-lived as a major influence since his style
never even approximates to that of the rre-Raphaelltes.( )

He became greatly excited by the work of Cotman, De
wint and others of the English Watercolour School which he
saw reproduced in a bound volume of Studio magazine at Iver
Heath. Again he was motivated to the extent of visiting
the Victoria and Albert Museum fairly regularly to scee more
of their work. By the summer of 1914 Nash would have seen
further examples of the school « Girtin, Crome and Cozens -

1. The_Artist Plantsman, op.cit.

2. Conversation with the artist.

3. The only evidence of possible Pre-Raphaelite influence
is seen in the subject-matter of two early watercolours
which were exhibited at the d'Offay Cowper Galleries in
April 1973: Balaam and the Ass (13) and Biblical Scene
(14).




in the collections of Edward Marsh and Sir ' Michael Sadler§1)

Early Maturity

According to Paul Nash: 'Jack left Wellington with a
fair all round reputation and the distinction of winning the
Botany Prize.'(z) Prompted by a natural desire to be ind-
ependent and to assist with the family budget, Nash was
anxious to gain employment,

Various careers were suggested, but, having failed to
gain a place at Oxford, Nash joined the staff of the Mid-
dlesex and Bucks Reporter some months after leaving Wellirg-

ton, Paul Nash said of his brother that:'lHe showed one
quality, the mentality of a scholar' and in addition:'(his)
dark fine profile and scholarly, slightly elaborate manner
of talking'(3) were greatly admired.

John's humorous writings, which he had developed out
of his journalistic material, were rejected by the publish-
er Grant Richards but he was encouraged to continue with
the drawings which he was executing on his trips as report-
er into the Buckinghamshire countryside.

Although Faul gave John a great deal of assistance at
this time the relationship between them was far from
straightforward., In particular Paul's attitude to his
brother was manifestly complex and contradictory. On the

1., Nash, one feels, was excited by the medium itself, by
the variety of technical procedures employed by members
of the school., There is no evidence to suggest that he
was subject to any specific influence to the extent of

: nodelling himself on any one artist.

2. Paul Nash, Original manuscript of Outline, the Nation-
al Art Library, Victoria & Ajbert Museum, London.

3. Paul Nash, Qutline, op.cit., page 118,



one hand Paul's fierce sense of family loyalty and respons-
ibility as the elder brother prompted hin to give John a
great deal of support and advice, On the other hand Paul's
extreme ambition which made him jealous of the success of
others,prompts one to see this protective and supportive
attitude as a means of influencing, and thus effectively
controlling, the activities of a rival,

There is considerable evidence of Paul Nash's equiv-
ocal attitude - his account, for example, of his brother's
career is interesting in this respect:

About this time he began to make what was known
in the family as 'comic drawings'. They were
quite casual at first, drawn on odd pieces of
paper usually from father's revision books in
pen and ink and consisted of various sorts of
Judicrous happenings or series of absurdities
not unlike James Thurber has invented at a nuch
later period in another country., Gradually
these drawings took on a more purposeful look.
Watching them closely as I did I became aware
of something more than an original 'comic! vis-
ion which Jack undoubtedly possessed. They
began to show an intrinsic sense of plan and
decoration, More than this the incidental fea-
tures of the comic events,especially forms of
natural objects in landscape for instance, even
- some animals seem to be drawn with an intuitive
understanding which made them extraoérdinarily
convincing., I noticed these developments with
growing interest. Then, one day, I cameupon a
small sketch made on Jack's excursion as & rep-
orter, a little view of flooded meadows under a
night sky with a hedge of trees mounting in the
foreground, 7The moment I saw it I was convin-
ced my brother was an artist and must be given
every chance to work out whatever talent was in
him, I remember the excitement of this discov-
ery and feeling so confident that I could not
be mistaken that I told my father that there
need be no more speculation as to Jack's career,
he was going to be an artist . « . from that
time, Jack continued to grow as an artist with
surprising speed., There was no question of hin



being hurried, he hurfi?d us as this history
will presently show.

In early June Paul Nash sent a parcel of his brother's
drawings to his friend Gordon Bottomley who responded enth-
usiastically:

We think he shows real promise - considerable
promise., I don't know how the instinct for
draughtmanship entered your family, but it is
there and it would be useless to try and chill
it. He has not only a good sense of decorat=-
ive disposition of his masses, but his blacks
have a beautiful quality, and his pen touch is
crisp and clear and delicate and exquisitely
balanced . « « In facility and lucidity and
directness of expression, and in his faculty
of keeping his material untroubled he has ad-
vantage over youj; but of course it remains to
be seen if he can preserve these qualities
when he has as much to say as you have,

raul Nash replied on the 12th July:

I was right glad to have your splendid letter,
vou have a seemingly inexhaustible store of
generous words. Jack is very much set up for
the rest of 'is natural', as the vulgar have
it, upon your high praise - I don't mean it
has swollen his headpiece for he ever expres-
ses a mild surprise at any appreciation upon
his drawings, which he does at odd times on
odd bits of paper when he has nothing else to
do., I, from time to time, raid his desk or
the waste paper basket or the corners of the
room and collect odd bits of paper rather 1like
a park keeper in Kensington Gardens, and after
a sorting of chaff from grains, tho' to be
sure it's all chaff, I select the best and cut
them into a decent shape and mount them., At
first Jack used to be so delighted at the good
appearance of his drawings when mounted that
he fully believed that it was entirely owing

1. Paul Nash, Manuscript of Qutline, op.cit.

2, Letter of 7 . July, 1912, Published in Poet & Painter,being

the correspondence between Gordon Bottomley and Paul Nash,
Oxford University Press, 1955, Page 37,




to the way I set them up and drew lines around

them; gradually it has dawned on him tho' that

it must be he that has done a good drawing -

this is a pity because he now becomes a little

too conscious and careful, with the result of

his designs are not so naive and simple . . .

I myself have no doubt he has a most interest-

ing self to develop, and work to produce, but

how and in what direction I really am not

certain, (1

Obviously Paul had not by that time encountered the
drawing which convinced him that his brother should embark
on an artistic career, He must have come across it soon
after, however, since John's job as a reporter came to an
end in August, Paul might well have been alarmed at
‘Bottomley's 'seemingly inexhaustible store of generous
words' and in particular by the suggestion that John was

in some ways more gifted than himself,

His letter seems to cast some doubt both on John's
commitment and his ability. The picture that Paul paints
of John as a lackadaisical doodler is certainly at odds
with the facts, for by this time John was producing land-
scape watercolours (see Plate 3), he had already submitted
work to the New English Art Club (see over), and he was
discussing the possibility of professional training with
Paul,

The letter also suggests that John's naive talent was
rather lightweight, more suited to the production of comic
drawings and the like. Paul's criticism of the lack of
naivety and simplicity, which is, in fact, so evident in
the work of this period, suggests that he was applying cri-
teria which are perhaps more applicable to comic drawing
than to landscape painting. |

1. Letter of 12 July 1912, Published in Poet & Painter,
ibid, page 37.




Paul might well have felt that comic illustration pro-
vided a suitable career for his brother that was sufficent-
ly different from, and considerably below that of painting
in the hierarchy; not to pose any kind of threat to his own
career, Certainly, Paul encouraged his‘brothér.a‘good deal
to work in this field. He brought some of these drawings
" to the attention of William Rothenstein as early as 1910.
If the extant examples are typical then Rothenstein's app-
arently very favourable response must have been more to the
formal character of the drawings themselves than to their
humorous content, John frequently exhibited humorous draw-
ings during his early career (until the early 1920's) and
they were qui{e extensively published in magazines and
elsewhere after 1918, 1In 1919 Paul commented on his broth-
er's early talent as a comic illustrator which John had by
that time become; writing under an assumed name as art
critic of The New Witness he described some of John's draw-

ings as 'the work of a genius'.(l)

Paul Nash continued to have doubts about his brother?s
artistic abilitiesg'they were confided to William Rothen-
stein's son - Sir John Rothenstein - just before the Second
World Ware. According to Rothenstein: "(Paul) said with
deliberation, 'It was I that encouraged Jack to be a painter
and I'm still not sure that I did rightly; I don't know
whether he has the paintefg imagination'".(z) We may sup-
posevfhat this view expressed in private is closer to the
truth than the later public, and probably more politic,
statement that 'There was no question of John being hurried,
he hurried us as this history will presumably show?!.

1. The New Witness, 19 September, 1919,
2. Sir John Rothenstein, Modern English Painters: Lewis to
lMoore, Eyre & Spottiswoode, London, 1956, Page 23,




All this would be unimportant were it not for the fact
that John's attitude in terms of expectation and achievement
would necessarily have been affected by Paul's continuing,
and not entirely disinterested, influence which also had a
clearly discernible effect on the critical evaluation of
the work itself., (See chapteri2)

Paul may have had additional reasons for urging his
brother on in the field of comic drawing. 1In May 1912 he
wrote to William Rothenstein concerning John's submission
to the summer exhibition of the Lew English Art Club:
tJack is sending too - a pair of drawings of some humour;
calculated to disturb even the gravity of Tonks but they
are charming designs.also'.(l) ithich suggests that Paul.
was using the drawings as a promotional device, a subver-
sive ploy to draw attention to the work of the two brothers
(which were often hung together at this time), to precipit-
ate comment and even, in the context of the New English Art
Club exhibition, possibie controversy.(z) '

Claughton Pellew

After leaving Wellington, Mash was drawn, by degrees,
into the world of art and artists. lle met a number of his
brother's Slade friends who occasionally came to stay at
 Iver Heath, among them Ben Nicholson, Eric Kennington,
Rupert Lee and Claughton Pellew. The latter was a romantic
and rather mysterious figure whose precocious technical ab-
ility as an artist and deep love of nature greatly impres-
sed the Nashm.(z)

1., Letter dated 14 ' May 1912, National Art Library,
Victoria and Albert Museum, London,

2., These drawings were submitted on PPaul's advice. Con-
versation with the artist.

3. According to his niece,Pellew was passionately inter-
ested in country life and the close, almost ritual,
association betweesn country people and their natural
surroundings. _#s an artist he was greatly influenced
by Millet, Segﬁgntini, Blake and Palmer,



The striking composition and confident handling of the small
drawing of 1914 (Plate 1) is cevidence of Pellew's accomp-
lished style.

While staying for a weekend at Iver Heath - in the
autumn of 1911 Pellew tried to interest Paul in certain
features of the countryside, particularly hay ricks and
corn stooks. Paul said of this instruction 'At first . .
I was unable to understand an almost devotional approachvto
a haystack and listened doubtfully to arhapsody on the
beauty of its form. Such objects, and indeed the whole or-
ganic life of the countryside were still, for me, only the
properties and scenes of my ‘visions'. Slowly, however,
the individual beauty of certain things, trees particularly,
began to dawn on me.'(l)

Pellew and John Nash quickly became friends and in the
autumn of 1912 they went on a walking tour of Norfolk tog-
ether which strengthened Nash's commitment and helped to
discipline his approach to natufe. Nash was impressed by
Pellew's almost overriding concern with technical issues
and by the high-keyed luminous quality of his watercolours.,
The influence of Pellew's example can clearly be discerned
in Nash's own watercolours before 1917.

But more fundamentally Nash was greatly encouraged by
the fact that the demonstrably intense and romantic charac-
ter of Pellew's work derived from a wholehearted comnitment
- to the 'natural' motif,- without, that is to say, resorting
to invented forms of the kind that Paul Mash was using at
the time., In this sense both Pellew and Nash have their
roots in the work of Millet, Courbet and significantly

1. Quoted in Bertram, Paul Nash, The Portrait of an Artist
Faber, 1947, page 68, ’




Cézanne, This group distinguished between invention and
imagination - invention, they thought, was not a necessary
vehicle of expression whereas the imagination was always
invoked in the process of selecting and ordering the comp-
onents of the motif itself, Thus Fellew and Nash are part
of a realist tradition whichvoccupies an intermediate pos-
ition between Baudelaire on the one hand, and Manet and the
early Impressionists on the other.

Nash said of Pellew: 'I owe him a great debt for his
encouragemnent and advice at an impressionable age and his
nmore mature views opened out a new world for me which his
accomplished technique in his watercolours and engravings
set me a standard to be achieved.'(l)

Training

On his brothefg advice Nash did not attend art school.
According to John! 'Paul. was not very happy at the Slade and
he opposed me going there or to any other art school, and
he used to tell me how lucky I was to begin free from the
disadvantages of conventional training'.(z) Although this
advice may not have been given entirely for altruistic rea-
sons Paul, nevertheless, to some extent, felt that his
brotherg natural talent (3) would have been stifled and
cventually destroyed by conventional training - the advice
would have been given in the light of his own experiences
at the Slade with its mortifying curriculum of incessant
life and cast% drawing.

1. John Nash, Forward to a Commemorative Exhibition of
Paintings and Frints bv Claughton Pellew, The Assembly
House, Norwich, August - September, 19067,

2. f{uuoted in Rothenstein, op.cit., page 230.

3. Paul had informed John that he possessed a certain
naive talent. Conversation with the artist.

.- 1]l -



John had already attracted some attention and he may
even have sold work by the sumnmer of 1912 when he discussed
the possibility of training with his brother Paul. Conse-
quently, he was sufficiently confident of his own abilities
to accept Paul's advice, Nash said later: 'I was feeling
rather pleased with myself snd thinking perhaps that I did
not need any training.'(l)

John visited the Slade fairly regularly at this time
and he had some reservations about it on his own account,
According to Alvaro Guevara who was a student at the time:
*John (Nash) said that had he not been to public school he
would have found the affluence and snobbery alarming.'(z)
Although he later regretted this lack of formal training,
his *foundling status' was a positive advantage since he
was taken up and fostered by a group of artists who repre-
sented some of the more forward-looking tendencies in
English art in the turbulent years before the First wWorld
War.,.

Impressionable and most of all receptive as the sit-
uation demanded, John took advice from all quarters - from
sympathetic collectors like Sir Michael Sadler and Alberxt
Rutherston, from gallery directors and owners like William
Marchant and Arthur Clifton, and most of all from a group
of practising artists which represented a glittering array
of talent ~ Rothenstein, Gilman, Gertler, Sickert, Gore,

Pissarro and others.

The decision not to attend art schonl was quite a
daring one for someone setting out on an artistic carcer

1. Conversation with the artist.,
2. {uoted in Latin among the Lions - .Alvaro Guevara, Diane
Holman Hunt, Michael Joseph, 1974, page 51.

- 12 -



in 1912 when notions of professionalism were more heavily
subscribed to than they are today. Nevertheless, it prov-
ided Nash with the necessary qualification to enter this
radical circle since the freshness and innocence of his
vision had not been corrupted oxr sullied by insensitive and
backward-looking art scheol practices. On the other hand,
it justified those of the artistic establishment who saw in
his work only the-struggles of a naive amateur,

First ixhibition

By the late summer of 1912 . Nash was committed to an
artistic career, but apart from having a watercolour =
Allotments « accepted by the New English 4Art Club in lay

1913, he did not exhibit on ény large scale before November
of that year.(l)

By October 1913 he was sufficiently highly regarded
to be invited, along with his brother, 1o contribute to a
book of drawings and paintings by the younger generation of
English artists. The book was later intended as a compan-
ion piece to the famous Georgian PPoctry under the same edit-

orship of Sir Edward larsh, Although preliminary discus-
sions took place carly in 1914 to decide on the format of
the publication, no work, as far as I can determine, was

specifically produced for it.

In November 1913 . Paul and John Nash held a joint
exhibition at the Dorien Leigh Galleries in South Kensing-
ton which attracted a good deal of attention, Willianm
Rothenstein persuaded a number of important and influential
people in the art world to visit the exhibition,. among

1. According to records which Nash himself kept during his
early career he sold twelve watercolours and one humnore
ous drawing in the following year, 1913,



then Gilman, Sickert,’Bevan, Fry, Rutherston and Sir lichael
Sadlery the latter two making purchases for their collec-
tions of modern art., <The response was almost wholly favour-
able; even Roger Fry gave his approval. Paul reported to
william Rothenstein and noted that: ‘'Jack's work made a

real excitement.'(l)

What was it about the character of the exhibition that
obviously caused such excitement? According to Frederick
Gore: ‘The watercolours which {(John and Paul Nash) first
showed appeared to do to  the letter what advanced artists
and teachers had been advocating for years (and still seems
the hardest thing to do) to draw exactly whét>ybu'see reg-
ardless of academic system or stylistic conventions . «

In England where watercolour'painting in particular was
overloaded with technical mumbo jumbo, the Nashes’direct-
ness and simplicity effectively demonstrated .the virtue of
innocence.'(z) This may explain why John's work probably
received more attention(B) since it did not, to the same
extent, exhibit the mannered and languidly elegant charace-
ter of fin de siecle painting which was still very evident
in the work of his brother - instead it seemed to express
those qualities of directness and innocence of which Fred-
erick Gpre speaks and about which Nash's contemporaries

were so enthusiastic.

l.ondon Life

Events began to move quickly for Nash after the Dorien
Leigh exhibition; within a few months he made contact with

and gained the approval of all the radical groups which

l.. Letter dated circa mid-November 1913 by Anthony
Bertram. See Nash/Bottomley, op.cit., page 6G.

2., An UIxhibition of Paintings and Drawings by John Kash
C.D.2e, RuAe, /exhibition catalogue/ introduciion fred-
erick Gore, Royal Academy of ~Arts, 1967.

3. John sold more work than Paul, JFFaul commented to Bott-
omley: '. . . Jack has now sold seven and I four, tho'
in value my four make nearly as much as Jack's seven',
See Nash/Eottomley, op.cit., page 67.
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were active in London immediately before the First World
War. Arthur Clifton of the Carfax Gallery bought one of
RNash's watercolours - [Ffootball Match - from the Dorien

Leigh exhibition, with the result that he was drawn into
the circle of radical young painters associated with the
small gallery off Jermyn Stireet - Stanley Spencer, John
Currie and Mark Gertler, His work was liked by Gilman,
Ginner, Bevan and Gore and he became associated with the
group of painters centred on 19 Fitzroy Street and receiv-
ed the approval of Sickert, Pissarro and Wyndham Lewis,

In December 1913 he and his brother were invited to
join the Friday Cjub, to which Vanessa Bell and Duncan
Grant belonged at that time. In the same month he was ine
vited by Spencer Gore, who was president of the Canmden Town
Group, to exhibit at Brighton.(l) Early in 1914 Nash vis-
ited Italy on the proceeds of the Dorien Leigh exhibition,
staying at a villa just outside Florence, He visited the
Uffizi Art Gallery and did several sketches of the surround-
ing countryside of which two at least were worked up into
finished watercolours on his return to England.

Nash's friendships were not confined to those artists
whose work most closely resembled his own however -~ heknev the
Vorticist painter Frederick BEtchells very well at this
time(z) and he was particularly sympathetic to Wyndham
Lewis whose precise quality of line drawing he greatly ade-
mired.(B) He also seems to have established a rapport with
Mark Gertler on the basis of their same dual commitment to
tangible reality on the one hand and to Jesign on the other.

1. At this now famous exhibition entitled Work of English
Post Impressionists, Cubists others arranged by the
Camden Town Group Nash showed five watercolours and a
hunorous drawing - About a Pig (95).

2, Etchells later published Nash's Poisonous Flants in 1927

3. Conversation with the artist,




One of the remarkable things about Nash was his ability to
run with the hare and the hounds; to establish and maintain
contact with different iadividuals and groups who were
themselves sometimes bitterley opposed. Thus his friendship
with Gertler continued at least until the middle 1920°'s =
they exhibited at the same time at the Gdupil Gallery in _
October, 1921 and they held a joint exhibition with Gilbert
Spencer again at the Goupil Gallery in 1926 - despite Nash's
close friendship with his fellow London and Cumberland Mare
ket Group members, Gilman, Ginner and Bevan whose work
Gertler deplored. According to Christopher Neve: '"In Nov-
ember, 1915, when he exhibited at the London Group Show
held at the Goupil Gallery, (Gertler) was brufally critical
of fellow exhibitors who included Gilman, Ginner and Bevan.
'All the pictures éxcept m&-own were composed of washed-out
purples and greens, and they matched so well that it seemed
almost as if the artists all collaborated to create a harm=-
ony at the show.'"(l) Nash was on the fringes of the
Bloomsbury Group in the 1920's, he knew Duncan Grant well
and sometimes visited Garsington for weckends, despite his
brother's feud with Roger Fry.

Nash became a founder member of the London Group when
the Camden Town Group was expanded in late 1913 or éarly
1914; he showed with the Group at the first exhibition at
the Goupil Gallery in March, 1914, (2) During the first few
months of 1914 he was exhibiting fairly regularly - in Feb-
ruary he showed at the Friday Club,( ) in March he exhlblted
at Leeds with his brother,(é) in May at the Whitechapel
Gallery(s) and in April at the New English Art Club.

1. Quoted in Country Life, 2 . June, 1977, page 1506.

2, He showed three watercolour drawings and /About a Pig (55).

3. A watercolour The Holly Tree,

4, A watercolour Italian Landscape (FPlate 5).

5. - At this large and very important exhibition entitled
Twent ieth Centurv Art. A Review of Modern Movements
Nash showed a watercolour Landscape in Norfolk, (182)
and two humorous drawings (181) and (183).
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Although Nash was as much appropriated by as threw in
his lot with the radical artists before the war, as a nem-
ber of the London Group his work wes eifher impugned or, as
was more usual, ignored by the critics. lost of them saw
nodern English art as a passing fashion - arrivistein char-
acter and having little relation to the national life.
llany forecast, rather paraéoxically, that it would be swept
away by the war = the fact that it survived the upheaval
was proof to some of its marginal social significance and
essentially unBritish character.(l) Yet modern art was
generally regarded with suspicion since it opposed the art-
istic, and thus by implication, the social and political
establishment. Paul and John Nash were hardly mentioned in
reviews before 1916, John was rather exceptionally singled
out for praise, together with Spencer Gore, by the art critic
of The Times in a review of the first London Group exhib-
ition in March 1914,(2)

The war

Vith the ccming of the war, the brothers felt the need
to make themsclves in some way useful to the war effort.
To this end they harvested in Dorset in the autumnn of 1914
and subsequently trained as ambulance and Red Cross men,
Soon after, Paul enlisted and John came u» to London early
in 1915, taking rooms in lMarchmont Street opposite Hussell
Square tube station.

By this time he was closely associated with Gilman,
Ginner and Bevan in the Cumberland HMarket Group into which
“they had gravitated when Gore died in marchy, 1914 and the
Fitzroy Street meetings came to an end, However, the Group

1. This view persisted among some criticse Writing in The
Studio in June, 1937, william Gaunt describes Nash as
fnot so modern as to be unBEnglish?',

2., The Times, 12 . March, 19l14.



continued to meet on Saturday afternoons in Bevan's studio
above the Cumberland market where pictures were shown, dis-
cussed and sometimes sold before tea was taken. Nash would
often go on to the Café Royal which was at that time an im-
portant meeting place for the radical artists and writers
of the capital. His continuing contribution to the war
effort made for a rather bizarre ervistence - during the day
working as a volunteer, making tents for Mappin and Webb
at the White City for two pence per hour and in the evening
and at weekends frequenting radical art circles as one of
the younger DBritish painters., In February. 1916 Nash bec~
ame a clerk at the Ministry of Munitions 'Offers of Service
Department' where he remained until August. 1916. Although
circumstances forced him to vacate his rooms and return to
Iver Heath he nevertheless remained in contact with the
London art world and often stayed over at Sir'Edward Marsh's
flat in Judd Street.

Harold Gilman

By April, 1914 some members of the London Group, not-
ably Gilman and Ginner, felt it necessary to pin their
colours to the Realist mast to distinguish themselves from
others of the group who were pursuing a more modern
course.(l) Conscquently, Ginner published an article in
The New Age entitled Meo-Realism which was subsequently re-

printed as the forward to an exhibition of work by Gilman
and Ginner held at the Goupil Gallery in April, 1916. This
article could be seen as the manifesto of the Neo-Realist
School in general and of the Cumberland Market Group in
particular which held their only exhibition at the Goupil

1. According to Alan Bowness:'Gore might well have thrown
in his lot with the revolutionaries had he lived, but
. Gilman and Ginner found it necessary to take a firm
stand under_the banner of Neo=Realism in 1914'. Decade
1910-1920 /exhibition catalogue/ introduction and notes,
Arts Council of Great Britain, T1965.
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Gallery in April = 1915,

Althouoch Nash was a founder momber of the group he by
no means wholeheartedly subscribed to the degmatic and doc-
trinaire aesthetic of Neo-Realism. Nash obviously appealed
to Gilman and Ginner because he accentuated the abstract
qualities of colour, pattern and line to produce highly
decorative though strongly constructed work which effect-
ivély demonstrated the process of seeing nature through the

teomperament,

Gilman was anxious to disseminate his Neo-Realist doc-
trines - which were, in essence, anti-academic and pro nate-
ure.~to the younger generation in particular, and he had
certainly been conveying these ideas to Nash from early in
1914 when Nash began to frequent the Fitzroy Street meet-

ingso

How did these ideas affect Nash? iiccording to Fred-
erick Gore: 'On his side Nash needed to take from other
painters at that moment, not ideas or aesthetic influences,
but practicel advice , . o+ Nash's new colleagues saw paint-
ing as a job to be propefly leanm,'(l) Gilman's influence
as Goxrc implies, was largely of a practical and technical
nature. There is no evidence to suggest that lash was rad-
~ically affected by Gilman or any other member of the Cumb-
erland Market Group. Indeed, Nash himself said that he was
rather startled by the work of the Canden Town painters (2)
and his work clearly'indicates that he was never completely
won over by English Post-Impressionism, Iin did not really
approve of Gilman's work, in particular; with its heavy,
painzerly, clearly individuated and systematic matrix of

1. Gore, op,cit., page 5.
2, Conversation with the artist.



brushstrokes, bright colour and blunt realism which cont-
rast with his own broader, more decorative and lyrical

eiffusions,

Gilman's is a public art form, by drawing attention to
the material reality of painting it declaims the existence
of the artist who, to some extent, imposes his will on the
public. INash had some misgivings about this promotional
aspect as a general characteristic of modern painting. By
contrast his own work is accessible rathzr than thrusting, -
it invites inspection; it reveals a common and thus shared
experience; it treads a kind of subtle middle~ground between
the kind of painting which plays up the role of the artist
an:i that which attempts to eradicate him altogether by pre-
senting a reflected image of the world which it represents,
The Nashes commitment to nature was such that: 'each in his
different way became important and central to the main
course of English painting after the war‘,(l) when the
self-conscious concern with method and form,which character-
ised much pre-war painting, to some extent waned in the uwide-

spread re-discovery oi the English landscape.

The importance of Gilman's influence lay in the fact
that his professionalism consolidated and rationalised the
procedures which Nash had, to some extent, alrcady adopted,
by providing more powerful and refined technical means.
From Gilman, Nash learned to transfer the drawings - which,
as a result of Pellew's influence, had becone the basis of
his painting - to the canvas by means of rigorous squéring.
He began to use undiluted paint, since “ilnman believed that
linseed o0il tended to dull colours, He was made aware of
the fact that white is never a neutral colour but always,to
a greater or lesser extent, suffused with the colour of an

1. Gore, op.cits., page G.



adjacent area, and he began to make black from a mixture of
red, green and blue which gave, according to Gilman, a rich-
er effect.

The Plaintings

vhile still at Uellington, Nash began to embellish the
letters which he sent to his family with comic drawings of
the day-to~day events of school life which he had found
amusing. Paul encouraged him to develop his evident talent
in this field and An_sccident, chalk and wash,(Plate 2) of

circa 1912 is generally considered to be one of the earliest
surviving examples of comic drawing which Nash frequently
exhibited durin¢ his early careef. This drawing is clearly
not intended to be anything more than a humorous and light-
hearted piece with the amusing,caricature-like figures set
in a very simple context,

His output was soon augmented by watercolour landscapes
which were initially drawn from memory and rather romantic
in character,(l) but, at Paul's suggestion, Nash began to
work directly from the landscape motif. As Nash's earliest

extant landscape painting Cross Roads, Gerrards Cross (Flate
3} of 1912 is peihaps typical of the work which was attrac-
ting so much attention at this time, for although it would
be foolish to suggest that it represents nature 'regardless
of academic system or stylish conventions' (see Gore,

Pagé 12) it dbés nevertheless appear to be refreshingly cn=-
ancipated from the conventions of contemporary landscape
painting. Indeed, it seems curiously unaffected by the
various styles of the landscape tradition. Yet at the same
time the painting is reasonably competent, despite the
rather cramped and confused disposition of the various com=-

ponents, it does not exhibit those obviously winsome naiv-

1. No examples survive,



ities of primitive painting. The rich sonorous colours
which are reminiscent of Pellew and startingly unconvention-
al —though by no means incompetent —tonal arrangement are
to be noted. Nash was gaining the approval of his contemp-
oraries by striking exactly the right note of unaffected
self-possession in his work.. |

The large drawing Allotment Gardens, ink, crayon and

watercolour, (Plate 4) of circa 1912(1) occupies a position
somewhere between An Accident (Plate 2) and Cross Roads,

¢
Gerrards Cross, exhibiting some of the naivity of the for-

mer with the competent handling of the latter. In this
very detailed work Nash has painstakingly récorded and care-
fully presented a great variety of plant forms by using
extensive counterchange. Beyond the elms in the middle
distance on the left - which are strongly reminiscent of
the trees which were occupying his brother at this time =
is a pellucid landscape of great subtlety and economy.

The clarity and brilliance of the watercolour is, as Gordon
Bottomley intimated to Paul Nash.,'rather like Piero della
Francesca.'(z)

This quality is again evident in About a Pig, chalk

and wash, of circa 1913(3) although the caricature descripe
tion of men and animals and markedly linear construction

are very similar to An Accident. Nevertheless one is con-

stantly drawn to the limpid and evocative landscape setting

1. Probably executed at the same time as Alla;ents which
was shown with the New English 4Art Club in‘May . 1913,
and sold to Sir tichael Sadler.

2. Letter of 17 . July, 1913, Nash/Bottomley, op.cit.,
pp 59=60.

3. Nash exhibited the painting at the Doriemn Leigh Galler-
ies in November 1913, It was bought by his brother
and is now in the possession of Kuth Clarke.

- 22 -



along the fence which curves into the composition.

The brilliant clarity and strong colours of Italian
Landscape (Plate 5)ywhich Nash painted early in 1914}1)
might well have been inspired as much by the landscape pain-
tings of /sugustus John, Derwent Lees and J. D. Innes-which
Nash probably saw in exhibitions of the MNew English Art Clwb
and Camden Town Group-—as by the Italian countryside itself,
Nash's colour is characteristically less aggressivé and more
atmospheric however, despite the strong tonal contrastse.
This accomplished piece testifies to the rapid progress Nash
was making at this time,

The Threshing HMachine, pen, chalk and wash, (Plate 6)

of 1914 and Steam Pjoughing, pen, chalk and wash, (Plate 7)

of circa 1915(2) are, in some senses, exercises in techni-
cal bandling and compositional arrangement. Both are amb-
itious works which depict complex machinery with figures in
a landscape setting and both have the character of coloured
drawings, since the colour fills the spaces between the
bounding lines without obscuring thenm.

‘The plough share in the smaller of the two drawing

1. The probably retrospective signature which is not typ-
ical of the period casts some doubt on the date of 1915,
Nash visited Italy early in 1914 and he exhibited Ital-
ian Landscape at Leeds later that Spring. He also ex-
hibited another watercolour of Italy, The Courtvard
Coreggi with the NEAC, in May. The decorative treatment
of the forms and strongly linear character of Italian
Landscape are closer to The Threshing Machine (Flate 6)
of 1914 than to the looser and more naturalistic land-

: scapes of 1915 and 1916,

2. Steam Ploughing was shown with the London Group in Nov-
ember. 1915 (44)., It was likely executed in the late
Spring of that year since it is dated 1915 in the cat-
alogue, It wos shown at Nash's one-~nan exhibition at
the Goupil Gallery in October. 1921 with the date 1915
(90).
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Steam Ploughing has been closely observed and carefully ex-

ecuted though not accurately described. This share which
runs into the picture and parallel to the furrows looks un-
naturally elongated and inconcruasly large towards its right
extremity since the perspectival character of its wedge

- shape associates it with the distant traction engine. The
focal point of the picture on the extreme richt is reinfor-
ced by the smoke which issues from the foreground traction
engine as it contributes to pleasing composition of harmon-
iously integrated parts. In the same way the figures seenm
sufficiently at one with the machinery which they operate
to offe-set their rather stiff archetypal character.

In contrast The Threshing Machine seems disturbingly

obtrusive upon the marvellously evocative landscape in which
it is set. The quietitude of this landscape, with its bare
trees, empty sky and slanting winter sunlight, has been
shattered by the appearance of this alien, grotesque and
faintly comical machine which lumbers awkwardly and noisily
through the gate in its conspicuously bright orange coat.

Before the war, Nash often sketched the countryside
near Cheltenham and Gloucestershire Landscape  (Plate 8),an

0il of 1914 is, in part, derived from sketches done in the
area around Cleve Hill which particularly attracted Nash as
it later attracted his brother, who painted some of his last
watercolours there.

Given that it must represent cone of Nash's first att-
empts at oil painting it is a considerable achievement, It
is a conposite work in the sense that the middle and back-
grounds are derived from the Gloucestershire motif whereas
the foreground is derived from a different source., The oom-
posite qguality is clearly evident; the foreground is not
satisfactorily related to the rest of the design since the
contour which divides the foreground from the middleground

is unnaturally sharp. The shadow which continues this con-

- 24 -



tour at the bottom right of the design has obviously been
added to assist this integration, but in this it has not
been wholly successful and as a consequence the relation-
ship between foreground and middleground is not clearly
articulated. The ideographic character of the foreground,
which suggests that it is imaginative in origin,serves to
underline this disjunction.

The delineation of forms and paint texture are tent-
ative and experimentallin character., MNash has obviously
struggled to articulate both the overall structure and to
represent the foliage of the central tree, and further
struggle is indicated by the evidence of extensive over-

painting.

What the picture lacks in terms of structural clarity
and cohesion it makes up for in the strength and inventive-
ness of its two-dimensional design. The large tree in the
middleground is placed on the central vertical axis of the
painting. This centrality is reinforced by the almost ver=
tical contour of the cloud immediately above it which is
only broken by the wedge shapes of the shadow of the cent=
ral tree and the cornfield at the bottom of the composition.
The vigorous pattern of light and dark landscape forms is
continued into the unusually dramatic sky. The contours of
the clouds themselves seem to mirror those of the trees bel-
ow so that the former appear as reflections of the latter.
The dramatic and incisive rays of the sun are starkly con-

trasted with the organic forms of th~ landscape.

The strongly contrasted green, blue, yellow and grey
colours of the painting arc very much in accord with its
vigorous and dramatic Charactef. The two trers immediately
to the left of the central tree in the middleground are am-
biguously related since one is placed literally on top of
the other, The passage can be read in two different ways;
either as two separate trees, the larger behind the smaller;
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or alternatively, as one tree with two groups of foliage.
This picture is prophetic in the sense that it utilises a
nunber of devices which frequently appear in Nash's later
work; for example, the use of two or more motifs to con-
struct an individual painting and the introduction of a
rectilinear component as a stiffening member into a comp-
osition which is predominantly organic. The audaciously
syﬁmetrical design, strong tonal contrasts and dramatic use
of vibrant colours of this painting point to Pellew's pow=-
erful and continuing influence. The dry quaiity and delibe-
erate and sometimes heavy-handed application of the paint
which is so characteristic of Nash's oils may be attributed
as much to the influence of landscape painters like Manson,
Clausen and Rothenstein whose work he must have seen at the
New English Art Club exhibitions and elsewhere as to the
direct influence of Giimzan and Ginner,

Nash returned to the farming theme with the relatively
large Threshing (Plate 9) of 1915, but now using the neﬁ,
and judging by the awkward conception of men and machinexy
and simple bright local colours, the obviously more diffic-
ult oil medium. Although the picture as a whole has the
appeal of charming naivity, it must, to some extent have
represented the parting of the ways for Nash since the stiff
childish forms of the foreground contrast markedly with the
supple and diverse landscape components, Nash only very
occasionally returned to this subject after 1915(1); he

1. Nash produced one other picture on the farming theme in
1915 -~ an o0il entitled The Three Carts, Royal Acadeny,
1967 (1). Several other examples from the period 1911
1218 are extant: Hedger at Work of circa 1914, chalk
and wash, Royal Academy, 1967 (71), The Allotment of
circa 1913, watercolour, Royal Academy, 1967 (75), Ihe
Reaper, ink and sanguine, d'Cffay Cowper Galleries,
1973 (15), and Threshing, crayon and watercolour,
d'Cffay Cowper Galleries, 1973 (19).

- 26 .-



reformulated the theme of man and nature so that man him=-
self is present only to the extent that he leaves the marks
of his labour upon the landscape itself. In considering
these early pictures it is not difficult to understand why
Nash was thoughtto ‘'keep a pretty toy shop convention . «
in landscapes'.(l)

Trees in Filood (Flate 10) of circa 1915 was the first

of Nash's pictures to enter a public collection when Sir
Michael Sadler presented it to the lLeeds City Art Gallery
in 1915.(2) This is an elegant painting which exhibits a
high degree of technical exprrtise in the handling of the
‘watercolour medium,. The brilliant)saturated greens and
strong,tonal contrasts are typical of this time but the el-
egant treatment of the forms and evidently linear character
look back to earlier work. Despite the rather conventional
appearance which stems from the informed technique, the pain-
ting exhibits, even at this early date, a number of charac-
teristically Nash-like features: the extensive use of coun-
terchange, the flattening effect of reflected images, the
vertical accent, the interaction of components located at
different fictive depths, the use of a central, though not
doninant, motif and the curiously unfocused character of the

composition.

Nash painted A Dorset Landscape, chalk and wash (Plate

11) at Turnerspuddle while working on an abortive project to
decorate the village hall at nearby Bryanﬁ@uddle:hlelS.(B)

1. The Times, 11  February, 1915.

2. In his sales records Nash noted the picture as TIrces in
a Pond.

3. This scheme was connected with a model village owned by
Debenham of ebenham & Frecbody; it was organised by
(illiam Rothenstein who invited Nash to porticipate.

The picture was exhibited with the London Group in June,
1916 (54). According to Nash's records it was purchased
by llontague Shearman. It entered the Tate Gallery in
April 1940 when the Shearman Collection was sold by the
Redfern Gallery.



Nash may have been transposing the high~keyed colour of his
Italian pictures to the context of English landscape here,
But whereas the colours of the former are skilfully integ-
rated with the rhythmic forms of the landscape, the Dorset
picture seems to be composed of deliberately sfatk opposit-
ions. The vigorous composition consists of a number of
overlapping wedges which enter from alternéte sides of the
picture and these are surmounted by a broad stretch of
bracken-covered hill, The flamboyantly wedge-shaped cloud
is mirrored by the landscape configuration immediately bela

it.

This broad and sweeping composition is, however, dom=
inatediby the aggressive character and wayward deployment
of the colour which forms a patchwork of contrasted passag-
2S « warm against cold, saturated against unsaturated, pure
against compound., The long,violet shadows of the stacks
are opposed by the complementary,orange stubble of the fore--
ground field; the electric blue of the sky is strongly,
almost shockingly, contrasted with the warm, dark orange
passages of the more distant landscape; the bright, acerbic
greéns of the birch trees in the centre contrast with the
mutedstertiary greens of the trees on the right; and pass=-
ages of blue, green,and orange are contrasted with arcas of
comnpound grey which are dispersed throughout the composit-
ion., Whatever motivated Nash here, the work itself suggests
onn the one hand an attitude of mind which was not content
with graceful if superficial results and on the other
that he was to some extent influenced by what Gertler called
'the washed out purples and greens' of the London Group,(l)

1. Rash continued to show a liking for this combination of
colours for the rest of his carcer,
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The Viaduct, oil, (Flate 12) of circa 1916,(1) is the
largest and certainly one of the finest of Nash's early

paintings which makes earlier attempts in the medium like
Gloucestershire Landscape  (PPlate 8) ancé Thrashing (Plate 9)

seem tentative and awkward by comparison. The suppression
of detail imparts to the painting a homogenous character
which is only alleviated by the corn stooks, individuated
trees at the bottom right of the design and lively paint
texture of the sky. The fiati-ning which results is rein-
forced by the obvious distortion of the trees which accent-
uates the vertical(z) and by the consistent sh ve and scale
of the individual'components which suppresses the perspect=-
ive. The relative scale and painterly texture of the sky
ensures that it participates in the composition as a plastic
component which consequently contributes to the oveorall
rhythmic articulation, while nevertheless still engendering
a sense of space by means of the lighter ton> to the left
and right edges of the painting and immediately above the

horizon,

The contours of each component are greatly simplified
to accentuate the abstract decorative quality of the comp-
osition but their chara~ter is such that theyv do not abandon
their form-giving role, but continue to imparf a sense of
structure to the overall design. The introduction of sev-
eral rectilinear clements - the shallow rising diagonal of
the railway which is echoed by the smoke from the train
itself, the slightly steeper.diagoﬁalof the fence above the

1. According to MNash's sales records Montague Shearman
bought the painting from one of the two London Grour
exhibitions held in 1916, if this is so it was not eye
hibited under its present title but probably as Land-
scape or A Landscape. Leeds City Art Gallery acquired
the painting from the Redfern Gallery in 1940, - Nash
dates the painting 19216 but it was subscquently shown as
The Viaduct, oil, 1915 (129) at the retrospective exhibe
ition at the London Group in 1928 where it was also re-
produced in the catalogue,

2. The setting is the Misbourne Valley in Duckinghamshire,




trees on the right and the acutely angled shadow on the cm-
bankmnent itself - have the effect of stiffening the compos-
ition and preventing it from becoming too decoratively
flaccid. The arches of the viaduct itself are transitional
components which link and smoothly integrate this cluster
of rectilinear elements with the organic forms of the land=-
scape. The enfolding forms and rich>sqnorous colours of
the landscape give for a wistfully romantic evocation which
is unusual in Nash's work, ’

Nash executed two watercolours of the ﬁisbourne Valley
in the same year, 1915. The similar colour and composition
of The Misbourne Valley, (Plate 13) of 1915 and The Misb-
ourne Valley, (Plate 14) of circa 1915 clearly indicate that
they are contemporary.(l) Although the individual compon-

ents of the former are naively conceived and executed Nash
nevertheless exercises a tight, almost rigid control over
the spatial relationships here; contours and shadows are
expertly deployedbto £ill out the large blank passages vhich
intervene between the painted areas. This characteristic
is evident in the middleground of the latter picturec. IHere
Nash retains the framing tree on the left but dispenses
with the fence of the former which thrusts into the comp-

osition in a manner which is reminiscent of About a P’ig as

a crude device to establish the middleground of the compos=-
ition. The development of space in the latter watercolour
is consequently more dependent on the progressive diminution
in scale towards the horizon, and in this it is not entire-
1y successful, Both paintings are nevertheless‘significant;
ly more controlled and achieve a greater sense of clarity

than the earlier Cross lloads, Gerrards Cross. the fresh col-

ours of which they strongly recall. The curiously frontal

1. Nash exhibited a picture with this title with The London
Group at the Goupil Gallery in April/iiay, 1919 (&2).



composition of these two works which is similar to that of

A Dorset Landscape of the same year, becomes a well estab-

lished feature of Nash's later work.

The large watercolour Hillside Whiteleaf, pen and wash

(Plate 15)(1) of circa 1916 is one of the most dramatic of
Nash's early works in which the interceding spaces between
the different landscape configurations have all but disapp-
eared, The swinging curves of the foreground poplars and
middleground fields, assertive abstract hillside shapes and
marked vertical accent are strongly reminiscent of The Via-
duct and, to some extent, of A Dorset Landscape - (?iate 11).

The brilliant sappy oreens which recall Trees in Flood

(Plate 10) and 2 Dorset Landscape tend to support the date
of 1916,

It seems here that Nash was trying to keep in touch
with the early work which had attracted so much attention
at the outset of his career; he did not want to overlay his
natural ability with a technical proficiency that would
give for competent if rather vapid results., This may have
been what Sir John Rothenstein was rather pejoratively al-
luding to when he described Nash's carly oil paintings as
having: 'a look of conscious archaism, an uncandid sinplic-
ityr,(2)

1. There is some considerable doubt about the correct
title and date of this work, O©On grounds of style al-
one -« in particular the direct and even scheumatic
realisation of the natural forms - it would seem to be
an early picture., ©n the other hand the largness of
the conception, bold treatment and specific character-
istics which resemble other work (see above) make a
slightly later date nmore likely. It might possible be
either Vhiteleaf Golf links or Greenlands with Baycocks
both of which were cxhibited with the New £nglish Art
Club in 19106,

2., Sir John Rothenstein, op.cit., page 239.




The dramatic Drawing, pen and wash, (IFlate 16) of circa
1916(1) is prophetic of the devastation vhich Nash was soon
to encounter on the battlefield of Flanders. The curious,
anthropomorphic, limb-like character of the damaged and bro-
ken foreground branches alludes as much to the death agony
of the combatants as to the landscape in which they struggle.
The rigidly symmetrical composition, elegant decorative
forms, rather mannered pen-work ané characteristic sun uare
strongly reminiscent of Pellew, although the strangely anmb-
iguous tree root which can be read as a silhouetted tree in
the middle distance is typical of Nash, Circumstances scem
to have forced Nash into an idiom which he was- later so veh-
emently to oppose, It is worth noting that this striking
and dramatically symbolic work anticipates Paul Nash's Mon-

ster Field by over twenty years.

1. According to the artist's wife, the drawing was exec-
uted and presented to her immediately before Nash left
for the Front in November 1916.



CHAPTER 2 1916 -~ 1918

introduction

During 1916 HNash seems gradually to have becone pre-
occupied with the war. Although he exhibited during the
year, his job at the Ministry of Munitions would probably
have left him with little time to paint and it is likely
that his output diminished, since few works dated 1916 are
extént,(l)

llis brother Paul had already enlisted in September
1914 and it is likely that Nash followed his brother's ex-
ample and applied to join the army at sbout the same time,
lile was rejected, however, and received a medical certifice
ate exempting him from active service on the unlikely
grounds that his stomach nuscles were too weak, During
1916 the manpower situation became critical and a form of
conscription was introduced by the Government. Although
Nash's father was opposed to the idea of both his sons on
active service, John nevertheless strongly felt that it was
his duty to enlist rather than be conscripted. Consequent=-
ly in September. 1916 Nash applied to join the 1st Zattalion
of the 28th London Regiment Artists Rifles and was accepted,

though reluctantly, since he was snall of stature.

By November 1916 lNash was in French barracks behind
the lines when he commenced basic training. lmnediately
after the Battle of Arras which took place in April- 1917,

1. He exhibited four works with the London Group at the
Goupil Gallery in June of which itwo at least date from
1915 - 4 Dorset Landscape (54) and The Three Carts (97).
He exhibited with the group again at the Groupil Galle
ery in Hovember, showing three works, of which one at
least dates from before 1916 - Figs Gloucestershire,
1914 (84).

Nash notes the sale of only & works dated 1916 compared
with 24 dated 1919 for example.
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the battalion moved to the region of Oppy Wood near the
Belgian border. Nash was attached to the 7th Royal Fusils
iers for what was known as 'the test of enduranée';(l) he
drew on memories of this event to construct his largest war
picture, O ivood, oil, (Plate 40), Having successfully
come through the test, Nash returned to his battalion and
was promoted to Lance Corporal, a position which, according
to the artist himself was the worst of all possible worlds
since it was not a sufficiently elevated rank to warrant any
real respect by those below him on the one hand, and the
lowest of the positions of iesponsibility which led to a
considerable off-loading of duties by those above him on the
other,

The following months were spent in training for the
coming battle of Passchendaele. The battalion moved up to
the line in appallingly cold conditions in the autumn of
1917. ©Nash was withdrawn before the battle however, since
experienced N.C.CG.'s, which he by then was, were in short
supnly. He was despatched to the rzar and undertook a
course of training on trench mortars. This was a2 fortunate
move, since the battalion suffered heavy losses in the cen=-
suing battle.

In October. 1917 Nash's brother Paul, was sceconded to
the Ministry of Informnation and became an official war art-
ist. John wrote to Paul from the front, congratulating him
on his appointment: 'You are indeed a wonderful man for

working things.'(ﬂ)

In early November Paul Nash caught up with his brother
who, by this time, had been promoted to full corporal; Faul

1., Conversation with the artist.
2. {wwoted in Bertram, op.cit., page &9.



wrote to his wife on 5th November of their encounter:

I found the dear old fellow at last after a
days scarch, looking very well, a bronzed
and tattered soldier with incredible hands,
all rough and overgrown with cuticle - his
cyes 1 thought less shy, very blue and bri-
ght, thin in the face but not worn or str-
ained, voice rather tired, but giving out
the same wit and humcur as of old. e was
very happy and although I listened with hor-
ror and wonder to all he had secn and felt,
he seemned to have been only tremendously
interested, enjoying the hundreds of humor-
ous things that happened, He confessed the
sight of wounded and dying men unnerved him.
He said he was quite well now and not tired.( )

According to John Nash, his brother Paul had no con-
ception of the realities of being an ordinary soldier; John
was later highly amused by Paul's account of their meeting

above,

Autunn gave way to winter and conditions became stead-
ily worse. on the 30 . December, immediately after the
Battle of Cambrai, the 1lst Battalion Artists Rifles went
over the top. The circumstances of the attack were partic-
ularly arduous for Nash's company. The battalion had had a
long spell in the front line holding the Salient at larcoing
in bitterly cold conditions with snow on the ground. On
the night of 29 ' December, they were relieved and went to
the rear in support. At daybreak the following day, they
were ordered to stand to, since the Geormans had broken thr-
ough during the night and they were to be put into the 1line
to recover lost positions. The journey from the rear to
the front line was a long and difficult one since they were

hampered by the frozen corpses of men which littered the

1. Paul Nash, op.cit., 1947, jp.208-209.



trenches as a result of the previous night's bombardment.
The delay this caused meant that the company had no time to
recover from the journey and it was sent into the attack
inmediately on arrival at the front line. The men were cut
down by machine gun barrage which was no more than thirty
yards distant from their position, Nash's conpany suffered
very heavy casualties; at the end of the day, of cighty of-
ficers and men only twelve remained unharﬁed.(l) Nash's
experiences during this attack were the basis for what is
perhaps his most important war painting, Ovexr the Top, o0il
(Flate 38).

Meanwhile Paul Nash had been working on his brother's
behalf, trying to secure for John a position similar to his
own, Paul Nash wrote to Sir Zdward liarsh late in 1917 ask-

ing for help:

Can you by any fair or foul means help to get
Jack home for a commission . . . It is unnec-
essary to speak of Jack's worth and his real
value as an English artist and its a damned
shame if nothing can be done to extricate hin
from a Eosition vhere he is in the utmost
canagex (2) :

John Nash decided to act on his own behalf however, and
wrote to the lMinistry of Information from the front line
requesting to be considerecd for 2 position as an official
war artist. In the letter Nash stresses the inportance of
first hand experience: .

e« o » artists have been sent out here who
have never been in the line before, and to
ny mind men vho have been through months

1,. For a full cccount of the affair sce The Artists Rifle
GCazette, 21  January, 1¢35.

2, Letter dated &  January, 1918, quoted in Eeftram, op.
cit., page 95. '




in these extraordinary surroundings are more
intimate with them and capable of good work.(l)

This first hand experience perhaps provides an explan-
ation for the consistently high quality of the work which
Nash was subsequently to produce. It is interesting to
note that in his letter Nash was sufficiently confident of
the approval of Brown and Tonks as well as William Rothen-
stein to cite them in support of his applicaiion. Nash re-
ceived a reply from the Department of Information informing
him that they were at that time 'very crowded but (that) an
opportunity may occur later'.(z)

Panl Nash continued to work on his brothex's behalf as
a letter from Campbell Dodgson to ilasterman of the bDepartment

of Information testifies:

I an assured by his (John Nash's) brother that
he is deeply impressed by all that he has scen
and most anxious to give expression to it in a
way that would be useful for propaganda purp-
oses. To be frank I have doubts about the wis-
dom of enmploying two members of the same fanily
and two artists who belong to the same (2) art-
istic group, though the elder brother assures
us that the younger has quite a different out-
look from his own and can be trusted to use his
material in a quite different way.(3)

One may suppose that the reference to propaganda purp-
oses was included by’ Paul Nash as an incentive to adopt his

1. Letter dated January, 19186, Trustees of the Imperial
War Museum London., Since Nash returned to Zngland in
the middle of January, this is probally the only letter
he wrote from the front to the Department of Informa-
tion on the subject of his beconing a war artist.

2. Letter dated 5 . January, 1918, Trustens of the Imper-
ial var luseum, London.

3. Undated letter., Trustees of the Imperial Uar sluseun,
London.,



brother as a war artist since it is difficult to see what
justification he would have had for making such an asser-
tiono

Ey the end of 1917. John Nash had been on continuous
active service for over a year and in the niddle of January
1918 he returned to ingland on leave., Just after his ret-
urn Hash was promoted to the rank of sergeant, According
to & letter from the War Office to James Baird of the Dep-.
artment of Information Nash received a telegram from them
on 24 .. January, extending his 1eave'indefiniteiy and ask-
ing him to wire his regimental number and where he was on
leave from, Since, for some reasocn, the War COffice receive-
ed no reply to their telegram they were unable to inform
Nash's regiment of his extended leave and consequently he
was posted as a deserter.(l) While on holiday with his
future wife, Christine, in the Chiltern Hills in April he
was later told that the Military Police were searching for
him in llanchester. HlHe was in constant danger ¢I being ar=
rested during this period which made his occasional visits

to London rather hazardous.

This equivocal and even dangerous position was not
normalised until late taxrch or early April., The delay oc-
curred, one supposes, because Nash set something of a pre-
cedent, As a letter from the Ministry of Information to
the Vlar Office indicates it was assumed (erroneously as it
turned out) that he would wish to return to the Western
Front in his official capacity as a war artist in order to
gather more information for his pictures. The Hinistry of
information felt that it would be impossible for him to do
this as an N.C.0. since he would not be afforded the off=-
“icer privileges that they felt were necessary for hin to

1. Letter dated 26:° tarch. 1918. Trustees of the Imper-
ial Yar Huseun, London,



work without too much difficulty in his official capacity.(l)

.In early April he was transferred from the First to
the Second Artists Rifles while his application was being
considered, In early April, John Buchan applied to the War
Office for Nash's commission on the recommendation of James
Baird.(z) Before his comnission to Second Lieutenant came
through on 3 . May, however,(S) both Nash and his brother
were given commissions by the Ministry of Information conn-
ected with the project for a national memorial hall to be
hung with a number of large paintingé. They cach had to
paint one large picture and they were given a choice of two
sizes of canvas, 72" x 86" or 72" x 125"; John chose the
smaller size and his brother the larger. John's picture

was Oppy wOod.(é)

It was intended that these large pictures should be
hung in pairs so as to make the hanging more decdrﬁtive. It
was suggested to Nash that Yilliam Roberts be liis 'partner!
and he was advised to enter into discussions with Roberts
to decide compositional issues to their mutual benefit,(s)
Although nothing came of the scheme and thé matter was drop-
ped, it is interesting to note that the work of Nash and

Roberts was s2en to be compatible at this time,

1. Letter dated 26 - March, 1918, Trustees of the Imper-
ial var iuseum, London, The delay was cxacerbated by
the suspension of all further war artist appointments
during the military crisis in early 1918.

2. Letter dated 12_ . /April, 1918. Trustees of the Imper-
ial war HMHuseum, lLondon,

3. Contained in a letter from the lImperial War ltuscum to
John Nash dated 21 = lay, 1918. Trustees of the Inmp-
erial War Museum, London.

4, Paul Nash's picture was The Menin Road, The Imperial
Vlar riuseum, London.

5, Undated letter from the Imperial Var liuseum to John
Nash, Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London.
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"In May 1918 HMNash married Dorothy Christine Kuhlentahl
and they moved into rooms over a chemist's shop in Gerrards
Cross in Buckinghamshire. They were not thzre very long
however, since the brothers decided to join forces and est-
ablish themselves with their wives in a large studio,form-
erly used as a herb drying shed,at Chalfont St., Peter in
their native Buckinghamshire at the beginning of June,

Nash worked on war pictures at Chalfont until tlarch
the following year. Paul, as ever, took charge ancd decided
they would confine the time devoted to working on other than
war pictures to cevenings after tea. In this John naturally
concurred,but despite this restriction he was able to pro=-
duce a2 remarkable numbexr of landscapes studies and paintings
in the ensuing months, Since he had much more éxperience
of front-line conditions thaift his brother, John was able to
supply Paul with valuable technical information. Paul, for
his part, gave John the benefit of his greater experience
in constructing pictures of war although they were both
breaking new ground as far as the scale of their large com-
missions were concernecC, Nevertheless, his brother's alre-
ady consicderable body of war paintings would obviously have
exercised a powerful stylistic influence on the younger
Nash, Paul h:d probably completed the bulk of .-his war-time
watercolours by the end of 1917, During the early part of
1918, he was at Iver Heath working for his exhibition of
oils and watercolours which was held at the Leicester Gall-
eries in May . 1918 under the title Void of liar.

Nash was obvicusly very anxious to begin work;(l) he

1. In an undated letter which Iash wrote from Iver lleath
to the Imperial War Museum (probably in late May) in
response to his commission for the memorial hall proj-
ect he says that he his "nearly finished a war paint-
ing', Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London.



had completed several pictures before mid September and
some of these were -scnt to a large exhibition of war pain-
tings in America. They included the oil paintings A French
Highway (Plate 20) and The Bridge over the Arras-Lens

Railway, (Plate 25) and An _Advance Post, Day_ (Plate 22),

together with the watercolours A Bombing Post in the Snow
(Plate 23), An Advance Post, Night (Plate 28) and Stand To,
Before Dawn  (Plate 27).

By late November Nash had completed all the work now
extant apart from Oppy lood which he was ‘'well on with'fi)
This, despite the fact that he had fallen ill with influe-
nza during the first week in October and did not fully re-
cover until the beginning of November. Nash went to East-
bourne to convalesce and, as a letter from the Imperial
War Museum indicates, he remained there certainly until
4".November(g) and probably later which means that he did
not work for the best part of a month. '

Nash's sense of urgency and prodigious output during
the period between May and November is perhaps best explain-
ed by the fact that he, as we shall see, was largely depen-
dent upon memory to recall his experiences at the frontj; he
wished to record his ideas as quickly as possible while
they were still fresh in his mind. 7The Ministry of Inform-
ation suggested that he shouid go to France to gather mat-
erial for Oppy Wood since this, after all, was the primary
reason for his commission: Nash wrote from Eastbourne on
the matter:

The trip to France would interupt rather than 3
help me now since my design is finished . . (B)

\¢

1. Letter from John Nash to the Imperial War Museum 28  Nov-

: ember, 1918, Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London.

2, Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London, :

3. Undated letter. Trustees of the Imperial War tuseum,
London,



What sources of visual material were available to Nash
which could have assisted in the production of his paint=-
ings? The brothers were supplied with photographs by the
Ministry of Information which did at least provide them with
technical information, although Nash has said that he did
not make much use of them, It is probable, however, that
he used live models for his designs as a request to the Imp-
erial War Museum to visit a néighbouring military camp ind-
icates.(l)

' He had embellished his letters from the front with
drawings which were usually humorous in character. Any.
dfawings which he might subsequently have found useful woiid
in any case have been suppressed by the censor since they
.could have conveyed useful information to the enemy., Ale
though Nash made a few notes on old scraps of paper while
on active service the rigours of life as an ordinary infan-
tryman would largely have prevented him from pursuing such
an activity. Drawing was in any case discoiraged according
to Nash, since it could very easily have been miéconstrued
as spying. e are driven to conclude what Nash himself
later confirmed, namely that he relied largely on memory
for his ideas. This makesthe vividness and immediacy of

. Nash's pictures all the more remarkable and testifies to
his phenomenal powers of visual recall,

In December 1918 Paul Nash returned to London with
his wife who had suffered a nervous collapse. John Nash
was visited in the following January by Bone and Yockney of
the Ministry of Information. They must have been impressed
since they decided to make further purchases of Nash's work
as a record of the war, Nash was anxious to return to civ-

1. Letter dated 18 June, 1918. Trustees of the Imperial
War Museum, London, -



ilian life early in 1919 but was prevented from doing so
for one reason or another until HMarch, when he was gazetted
out of the service. He continued to work for the Ministry
through Ma‘tch, however, and sent the just completed Oppy

. Wood. to London in the middle of the month. Nash gave up his
studio at Whins Cottage and his lodgings at. Chalfont towar-
ds the end of March and returned to Gerrards Cross soon
after,

The Paintings

Nash's war paintings can be considered from two spec=-
ific and distinct points of view. Firstly, they can be
viewed in relation to his output before 1918; what effects,
if any, did the changed circumstances and subject-matter
have upon the overall character of his work? Secondly they
can be viewed in relation to the work of other contemporary
war artists; how does Nash's work compare in terms of form
and content with the work of his war artist colleagues?

‘Changes there certainly were as far as his own devel=~
opment was concerned, Although the studies for his war
pictures often reveal the struggle to resolve particular
pictorial problems, they suggest that Nash was stimulated
by the challenge of more complex subject-matter. Nash was
able to deal with this complexity in an increasingly prof=-
icient manner during the period between June 1918 and
March 1919, since the work becomes progressively more dis-
ciplined and structurally cohesive,

The vibrant local hues of his earlier landscapes give
way to a much more expressive if sombre use of colour,
Where high-keyed colour is retained it plays an important
contributory role within the overall dramatic and express-

ive context.

One could perhaps claim, in answer to the second ques~
tion that Nash's total output of war paintings is consider-



ably more varied than that of any of his war artist conten-
poraries, ranging as it does from the richly coloured ideal
landscape of his early phase to the grim and disquieting

paintings whiqh he executed in the autumn and winter of 1918,

Like his brother, Nash was fascinated by the unreal,
theatrical character of the landscape of the VWestern Front,
He played this theatricality up to the full by choosing to
paint the landscape at particular times of day and night =
at daybreak and sunset to underline the incongruous. contrast
between the unsullied sky at its grandest and most sublime
and the mangled and blighted landscape benecath, and at
night when the deadly reality of conflict took on the dis-
arming appearance of a spectacular and beautiful visual
display.

Like his brother also, Nash felt sufficiently strongly
about the eventits he witnessed for his work to have a more
general application, In their own way, these paintings em-
body a protest against the mindless barbarity of war and in
this sense one might say that they have a symbolic dimen-
sion,

. Unlike his brother however, Nash was able to express
these feelings in terms of human tragedy and misery, and
this rapidly became his predominant concern which displaced
all other intercests. The landscapes which Nash depicts
play only a part in the overall design, varying in import-
ance according to the subject without ever dominating it.,

As an ordinary soldier Nash was uniquely placed of all
the war artists to gain insight into a world from which his
war artists colleagues were barred by d&mt of circumstance,
Since he was, as it were, at the heart of the mattér, his
ex?eriences imparted to his paintings a psychological comp=
lexity which is rarely, if ever, encountered in other war
painting of the time., Nevinson's first hand experiences as



a nedical aid obviously spurred him to paiht pictures with
a strongly anti~war sentiment; Wyndham Lewis siezed the op-
portunity to develop his interest in the analogy between
the human form and the machine and in so doing generated a .
vocabulary of forms which was ideally suited to the expres-
sive demands of war subjects; Paul Kash used the devastated
1andscape of war as a symbolic metaphor of the human urge
to destroy. John Nash, on the other hand provides an auto=-
biographical and thus uniquely authentic account of life in
the trenches,

Nash's war pictures have obviously been conditioned by
the intensity of this lived experience since the bulk of
them are not so much concerned with the heroics and heat of
battle as with the immense hardships and deprivations of
the ordinary soldier, Nash's depictions of men at war have
as much to do with their individual drama as to do with the
roles they play within the context of mass conflict., They
snatch minutes of fitful sleep, hunch thems:lves protectiv-
ely against the bitter cold and driving rain, wait, dream,
and in that most lonely of all states their twisted bodies
are scattered about the landscape as part of the detritus

of ware.
Nash has said of this tine:

What was so awful about the First World War was
the struggle, sheer physical struggle, apart
from the danger., Thoseterrible marches and get-
ting food and things up to the support trenches,.
And frightful conditions., They told upon one as
much as anything . . (1

1. Recorded conversation between John Nash and Joseph
' Darracott. Trustees of the Ipperial War lluseum, London.
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One had no time to conmsider larger cthical questions: 'One
was too much preoccupied in trying to keep alive onself%(1)
and afterwards one had:'just possibly a feeling of pride at
having managed to endure it. And come out alive and sane,.
which is more than some people did’.‘z) Bizarre incongruity,
disbelief, survival, privation, struggle - these words scen
most aptly to describe the work which resulted from this in-
tense and traumatic experience..

‘Nash painted one picture at least before he joined his
brother at Chalfont in early June 1918, The style and sub-
ject-matter suggest that it could have been Near Houdkerk,

Delgium. (Plate 17)(3) Confronted with the task of becom~
ing a war artist Nash might well have wondered where to.
begin. The answer wassimple; he began by painting what he
already knew well. The naive forms, shallow space and vib-
rant colours of the painting are in direct line of descent
from his pre-war landscapes. In painting thié picture,
however, it seems as if Nash were undergoing a kind of ther-
apy, restoring his sanity and re-affirming his belief in
nature,.

The subject, some bean poles in a field near the camp
of the First Artists Rifles, could equally repfesent a
{entish hop fleld_( ) The picture symbolises an ideal of

1. Recorded conversation between John Nash & Joseph Darracott.:

2.. Ibid. This is probably a reference to Nash's friend.
Claughton Pellew who was a conscientious objector during
the First torld War. Nash was shocked by the treatment
which Pellew received; he maintained that Pellew never
fully recovered from these. experiences and became a chan-
ged man after the war,

. 3+ The order in which the oil paintings are considered is
established on the basis of available documentary evid-
ence and stylistic development. 411l of the extant works .
are discussed,

4, For historical information on Nash's paintings see The
Artists Rifles Gazette, op.cit.




man in harmony with nature and in this sense it can be seen
as’ a kind of counter argulmentbto Nash's war cxperiences;
the result of an alternative strategy. The landscape exud-
es order, trimness and concordance; paintstaking cultivatim
and careful husbandry bring the twin rewards of beauty and
plenty. The rich,warm,earth colours, emphatic,viridian and
emerald,greens of vegetation, neat,white-washed,red-roofed
cottage and intenseyblue sky evoke mediaeval depictions of
the Garden of Eden or some such paradise.

However ,successful this was as a painting it fell short
as an'image of war as far as Nash was concerned and he ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with it,(l) Ile might well have
followed up this first unsuccessful attempt with A Lewis
Gun: Anti-Adircraft Pit (Plate 18). Although this is un-

nistakably a picture of war, its still tentative treatment
leans heavily. on past practice. Nash may well have felt
that the incongruity engendered by this state of affairs,
between the beauties of nature on the one h:nd and the hor-
rors of war on the other, in fact accurately reflected
front-line conditions, This anti-aircraft pit was situated
at Aubréy Camp, Arras, just behind the f£ront line at Roch-
incourt on the southern tip of the Vimy Ridge. lere was an
enormous area covered with tents and huts where the First
Battalion Artists Rifles was quartered. Interestingly Nash
has stressed the vertical in the finished work in compariscn‘
with the study (Plate 19) so that the former has the prop-
ortions of a double square on end. The gunner watches the
sparkle of a bursting anti-aircraft shell in the brilliant
blue sky which shades from pale turquoise near the horizon
to pure ultramarine at the top of the picture. The red-
brown and fieckedvblue-green tents make a striking pattern

1. Letter from Nash to the Imperial War Museum, 28 = Nov-
ember, 1918, Trustees of the Imperial War Museum,
London, '



against this blue backdrop. The gunpit itself is suffused
with warm light and diagonally bisected by a mellow grey
shadow., The duckboards thrust into and structure what
would be otherwise a formless space., Because of the purity
‘and joyous freedom of the context, the life and death stru=-
ggle which is taking place seems psychologically as well as
physically remote.

If A French Hichway (Plate 20) was painted, as Nash
has said, for primarily decorative reasons,(l) it neverthe-

less indicates his resolve to come uncompromisingly to
terms with his experiences of war. The sweeping curves of
the capes of the mounted French soldiers are continued into
the dark blue grey sky and the lower halves of the great-
coats of the marching infantry men are again composed of a
series of swinging curves which suggest rhythmic movement,
Despite these decorative and dynamic gualities, the picture
remains spatially and structurally unresolved. The hind-
quarters of the horses are unnaturally flat and twisted to
the left onto the picture plane. The space between the
horses and the marching columns of men is not clearly art-
iculated, the mounted French soldier on the right seems as
close to the picture plane as does the corporal below so
that, in general, the forms are piled one on top of the oth=-
er., 7The trees also serve to restrict the space since they
link the top of the picture with the forms below the sky.
The almost unrelieved khaki-greys and blue-greys of the pio-
ture serve to express the gravity and hardship of the sit-
uation., The lurid pink of the ruined building on the left
is starkly contrasted against the dark sky, the blue helmets
of the French soldiers and blue waterbottles of the marching
men provide the only other colour accents. The grim faced
men march on, their clenched fists holding the webbing of

1. Conversation with the artist,
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their knepsacks, their collars turned up.against the obvi-
ously inclement weather, Significantly, the shell bursts
of the study (Plate 21) are removed in the finished oil

painting.

Despite the elements of colour and proportion which A
French Highway and An _Advance Post, Day (Plate 22) have

obviously in comnon, they present the very different public
and private faces of war. In contrast to such resolution
and grim determination as we can discern on the faces of
the marching men in the former picture, An Advance Post,

Day is a poignant image of sleeping men standing under a
sheet of corrugated iron which arcs around them in a prot-
ective womb~like fashion.

This duty was a particularly arduous one since the men
were only able to travel to such an advanced position under
the cover of darkness, which meant that they had to remain
in this extremely restricted‘sp3ce during the hours of day-
light. The forms of the painting are again quite flat;
the shallow space under the sheet seems to afford the sleecp-
ing men pathetically little protection from either the el-
enents or the enenmy. The sinister stack of bayoneted rif-
les on the left somechow contrasts with the vulnerability
of the sleeping figures; the irresolvable entities of steel
and flesh, The dark) grey sky and sombre colours of
the picture are not so much expressive of the grimness of
the context but more of the despondent state of the exhaus-
ted men themselves. The decorative, curvilinear compon-
ents of these two paintings are offset by the blunt awk-
wardness of the overall design, which, together with the
sombre colours and direct paint texture efficiently convey
the seriousness of the subject,

Generally the distortions of Nash's war work give rise
to a documentary realism in a way which calls to mind some
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Expressionist painting of the time,(l) although it is most
unlikely that Nash had seen examples of this kind of work,
The analogy is not complete however, since Nash was perhaps
cleverly capitalising on a genuine lack of sophistication
where the Expressionists were undertaking an exhaustive
and self-conscious exploration of the expressive potential
of distortion itself,

A Bombing Post in the Snow (Plate 23) again depicts

men in circumstances of extreme physical adversity during
the long silent vigil of night patrol duty in the depths
of Winter, All four men in the picture are hunched up
against the intense cold, two on éuard and two attempting,
in vain one would imagine, to sleep. In the study of this
work (Plate 24) the shell hole, which serves as the adv-
ance post is anchored in the plane of the surrounding ter-
rain by a network of lines. The finished work itself is
less structurally cohesive since the dark-~toned shell hole
is curiously disembodied and floats rather surrealistically
above the snow-covered surroundings. This spare landscape
is splendidly sinister and scems to bristle with the pot-
ential danger of the felt, if unseen, enemy. Stylistically
the study~- which is equally as good as the finished work —
approaches that of Nevinsons' early war pictures like La
Patrie;for examplé.

The boldly incisive subject of The Bridge over the
Arras~Lens Railway (Plate 25) provided Nash with the oppor-
tunity to consider more fully the comnstructional aSpecés of

design. The picture shows troops working at fatigues in a
railway cutting. The First Battalion lived there for some
weeks as part of the reserve line, The cutting serves as a
gigantic trench system as well as a line of communication

1. Early Max Beckmann for example.
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and supply. The men seem dwarfed by the great structure of
the bridge which towers intimidatingly over them. Nash
might well have exaggerated the difference in scale between
the men and theirbcontext. The contrast between the depres-
singly grey cutting in which the men work and the sickly
vellow-green grass of the verge at the bottom right, with
the vivid greens of the foliage in the upper part of the
picture, the emphatic pink of the bridge itself and the in-
tense blue of the sky which is flecked with pale yellow of
a bursting shell, seems again to be almost deliberately cul-
tivated. The contrast could be seen as an externalisation
of the oppressed view.of the troops as they trudge, together
yet separate, into the distance. The bizarre nature of the
scene, brought about by the conditions of war must obvious-
ly have struck Nash with some force since the picture is
reminiscent of the hallucinatory visions of Piranessg.

'Stand To', Before Dawn (Plate 27) and An Advance
Post, Night (Plate 28) mark a distinct advance in Nash's

ability to handle three-dimensional forms. Although men
press against the parapet in the former picture they are
neverthéless substantial forms in their own right and the
general spatial context is much clearer than it is in ear-
lier work. The latter picture is more complex and yet
equally well, if not better handled, since the interlocking
arrangement of solids and voids is confidently executed.

In both pictures the complex foreground structure is conte
rasted against a narrow band of landscape which stretches
away to the horizon.

'Stand To', Before Dawn . probably represents the First
Artists Rifles before they went over the top at Welsh Ridge
on 30 . December, 1917, The men, hunched against the early

morning cold, stare intently towards the enemy lines. The
dramatic dawn breaking on the right is balanced by the
lJurid light of the bursting star shell on the left. The
peacefulness of this eerie scene is shattered by the intense



lemon coloured shell bursts above the breaking dawn on the
right.

The intently alert sentries of An Advance Post, Night

are pressed protectively into their trench system which is
thrown into a relief of vigorous light and dark forms by
the bursting star shell on the right., The blue~grey sky
is rent by the long wedge of péle lemon light above the
horizon on the left~hand side of the picture.

The treatment of the sky' in 'Stand To!', Gefore Dawn
and An Advance Ppst, Night recall examples of Nash's broth-

er's work like Nightfall, Zillebecke District and We are

lMaking a New lorld, for example, If one compares An Advance
Post, Night with Ve are lMaking a New World then clearly the
latter is more overtly symbolic than the former which, by

comparison, shows a much greater commitment to experienced

events,

The studies for A Trench lortar Firing at Cvening
(Plate 30) provide an interesting record of the development
of an idea from its beginning to the finished design. lork-

ing on the basis that the earliest design would be least
like the finished work and that each subsequent design
would move progressively towards it, and in the absence of
documentary evidence, I have grouped these studies in the

following order,

Nash probably began with thé study (Flate 31) in which
the idea was quickly sketched ocut. He took the ideé a
stage further in the drawing (Plate 32) where the figures
are more meaningfully linked together and the spatial con-
text is more clearly articulated. At this stage Nash nmust
have felt that the composition was weak and replaced it |
with a much more disciplined design (Plate 33). The almost
circular composition of this study was replaced by the more
open and rectangular spatial context of the study (Plate 34).,



In this the loader is supplemented with a sergeant who
holds the mortar on the left. The kneeling figure holding
the mortar in the former study is reversed, the figure
priming the bombs is shifted to the extreme right of the
composition and the stooping figure of the former study is
renoved. In the final study (Plate 35) the figure priming
is returned to his former position on the left, the kneel-
ing figure is removed and the composition is supplemznted
by a figure standing at the extreme right. The design of
the final study is more elongated and the trees are pushed
to the middle distance and grouped on the left, The basis
of this composition is retained in the final work but sup=-
plemented with the figure walking into the middle distance
along the trench on the left,

Despite these deliberations and despite the fact that
Nash arrived at a composition similar to that of 'Stand To!,
Before Dawn and An Advance Post, Night, A Trench lortar

Firing at Rvening lacks the structural cohesion and psych-

ological tension of these works. Nash was not satisfied
with the oil painting of which A Trench Mortar Firing at

Evening was itself a study and he must have destroyed itﬁl)
The relaxed evening atmosphere provides an incongruous Cone
text for the combat which is taking place. This might have
provided Nash with the idea for Oppy lWood- (Plate 40) and
in this respect it should be noted that the composition of
the larger picture is roughly a lateral inversion of 4
Trench lMortar Firing at Evening.

The structure of the chaotic landscape of A Deserted
Trench (Plate 36) is now expertly conceived and executed;

the rectilinecar elements of duckboards and spars knit tog-
ether and fill out the spaces which are implied by the

1., Letter from Nash to the Imperial War Museum, 28 . Nov-
ember, 1918, Trustees of the Imperial VWar Museum,
London,
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ctherwise erratic coniours. IJn the forms of the landscape

there is, at this stage, only the merest hint of that dec-

orative quality which creeps in to and confuses Nash's last
war paintings.

What Nash has depicted here is the antithesis of order
and rationality; the indescriminate destruction of man and
nature by some malignant force which leaves in its wak2 a
deranged, amorphous and venenously coloured landscape of a
curiously ‘*'fatty! consistency which seems to be absorbing
the broken forms of the dead men which litter it. The
strangely nute, deserted character of the work is increased
by the rain falling erratically from a lowering sky which
itself presses down on the scene below. this oppressive
silence allows the clamour of horror and protest to be clear-
ly discerned, HNash did not include the exploding shells of
the study (Plate 37) in the final work and as a result the
latter becomes much more thah simple reportage. In general
Nash moved in the direction of greater subtlety in his war
pictures, often removing the more obvious signs of conflict
of the studies from the final works themselves.

The grim, concentrated, spare, almost apocalytic image
of war presented by Quer the Top (Plate 38) bears witness
to the intensity of Nash's experience of this event which
has engendered a palpably authentic realism of almost ‘'‘sym-
bolic!' proportions., The dead dominate this picture and

bear witness to the murderous fire power of the unseen en-
emy. Nash provides a profoundly moving, if grisly, catal-
ogue of variations on dead and dying men; lying face down
and faceé up, kneeling, sitting back on their haunches,
dangling grotesquely over the parapet, pitifully hunched up
and twisted having slithered back into the jagged cadaverous
gash in the earth which serves as a trench but which itself
looks more like some gigantic woﬁnd. Nash said that the
kneeling figure in the top left of the composition was a
corporal friend who died instantly as a result of being



shot through the head - he slumped back in just such a way.
Gore's is perhaps an accurate assessment when he says that:
{Wash) deals faithfully with the dead without rhetoric or
romantic ovezemphasis'.(l)

Nash's obvious identity with these men imparts to the
picture a newsreel imnediacy and authenticity which obviat-
es the need for any overt moralising, and in this sense the
picture is an objective indictment of the kind that iianet
and Zola would have appreciated. #As Gore putsit: 'it is
this complete innocence in John (lash) of the high claims
of art which gives his work its strength'.(a)

The men who survive to fight march doggedly on towards
the enemy in a posture which is at once resolute and prot-
ective, The intensely alert yet apprehensive expression on
the face of the soldier climbing out of the trench in the
foreground of the picture is psychologically penetrating;
he peers into the unknown, striving to discern and thus
avert oncoming danger, and yet his gaze is no more than a
reflex for he knows that death, if it is to come, will come

unseen.

lNature has been obliterated in this painting, it no
longer exists as a symbol of reason and truth, 7The context
has been made by man in which to play out a macabre game of
self destruction, The sky is filled with noxious billowing
clouds of gas and snoke which are illuminated, not by the
light of day, but by the livid light of the shell burst on
the left; the terrain itself is a senseless churned turmoil
of anonymous snow~covered material and the colours of the
picture have an unnatural, almost malevolent character.

1. Gore, op.cit., page 7.
2, 1Ibid., fage 7
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The enclosed claustrophobic quality of the space seals off
the possibility of escape, there is no way back, only for-
ward into danger and death,

While the power of this most serious of all Hash's war
pictures is beyond doubt, it must be said that there is
evident in the later war work a decorative quality, which,
although it does not offset the seriousness of this picture
certainly dominates his last and greatest war painting

Oppy tood.

Oppy lood is not characterised by the sense of disguiet
and privation of much of his other war work. Could it be
that Nash had, by this time, already exorcised his most
disturbing memories of war? He had obvious misgivings about
the size of the picture, he was reluctant to begin it and
in fact, it was the last of all his war pictures to be con-
pleted. He went as far as asking Sickert for advice on how
to paint the sky which is rather uncharacteristic and per-
haps indicative of his equivocal attitude. Nash began the
picture in November 1918 which means that he nust have
worked on it almost continuously for some four months,., This
has perhaps adversely affected the finished work since it
has a rather dry and laboured quality. The two studics
for Oppy UWood (Plate 41) and (Plate 42) are rather differ-
ent from the composition of the final study (Plate 43).
When one considers the concise style of drawing of the study
(Plate 41) then it is not difficult to understand why Nash
was paired with William Roberts in the scheme for the lMen-
orial Hall. In the final study the trees are removed on the
left and the scene is viewed from a slightly higher vantage
point and from slightly further away thus engendering a more
expansive space which Nash must have felt was more in keep-
ing with the large size of the painting.,

Drawn from experiences during Nash's first tour of
duty in the line the painting depicts two of the Artists



Rifles observing British shells exploding over the German
trenches on the extreme right. The landscape is the famil-
iar composite of broken limbless tree trunks, churned earth,
muddy pools and general debris of war. DBut one is constant-
ly and irresistably drawn to the sky which dominates the
composition by dint of its brilliant colour and unusual
design. The amazing contrast between this magnificent sky
and the smashed landscape beneath, again recalls a stage
design. It is almost as if the artist were questioning the
validity of the scene before him, questioning even the pos-
sibility that man and nature together could summon up such
a chimera. P. G. Konody recognised the force of this dis-
junction:

(Nash) does not force nature to partake of the

" mood created by the madness of man, His sunset
sky, with its strange parallel streaks of ros-
eate clouds is not portentious or threatening,
but through sheer force of contrast with the
ravaged, tortured, furrowed earth has an effect
as dramatic as Mr. Paul Nash's storm clouds and
1ivid flashes.(1

This complex work is now skilfully constructed; apart
from Nash's magisterial sense of design, the colours are
expertly deployed. The grey and beige-orange areas of the
sky find their counterpart in the grey and venetian red pas-
sage of the foreground,

The mood of relaxation which pervades this picture ob-
viously reflected the more relaxed and optimistic state of
Nash's mind at this time. As has already been stated, Nash
was anxious to leave the service in early 1919. 1In a
letter to Yockney of the Ministry of Information Nash makes
it clear that:

1. The Observer, 21 ° December, 1919,
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I have done (I hope) with war. War, and even
war paintings.(1 '

He goes on in a tone which reflects the delicht he
must have felt with the peacetime world in which he found

himself:

I am staying in this lovely spot with my spouse
and drawing landscapes and picking flowers and
indulging in other innocent pleasures + .

In this mood of joyous return and with the maturity
gained as a result of his war experiences, Nash was to

paint some of his best work.

1. Letter of 200 June, 1920, Trusteces of the Imperial
War Museum, London.
2. Ibid.

~ 58 .=



CHAPTIER 3 1918 - 1922

Introduction

From the time of his marriage until 1921 Nash lived at
. Gerrards Cross, spending part of each summer at Sapperton
in Gloucestershire and nearby Whiteleaf in the Chiltern
Hills, the latter in the company of Paul and Margaret Nash.
The Cumberland Market Group split up in 1919 as a result of
Gilman's death in the great Spanish influenza epldemlc of
that year. Nash began to spend more time out of London but
he by no means withdrew from the cultural life of the cap~
ital as the general critical view of Nash seems to suggest.
He continued to see Charles Ginner who sometimes accompan-
ied the Nashes on their holiday expeditions in the 1920's
and consolidated his friendship with painters like Francis
Unwin and Bernard Meninsky. Apart from exhibiting regular-
ly Nash worked as an illustrator and took up wood engraving
at this time. He turned his hand to comic illustration in
1919 and in collaboration with the drama critic W.J. Turner
he was commissioned to publish drawings in the magazine

Land and Water.(l) In April of the same year Lance Sievek-
ing publlshed a book of comic verses with accompanying
humorous drawings by John Nash.( ) This was followed in
1920 by a similar publication The Nouveau Poor by Belinda
Blinders.(3)

Nash came to know some important people at Gerrards
Cross, among them Percy MooreTurner, the dealer who was
also a friend of Roger Fry, and Bruce Frederick Cummings

i. W, J. Turner, Drawing in the Theatre, Land and Water

: 1919.

2. Lance Sieveking, Dressing Gowns and Glue, Cecil Palmer,
1919, This book was expanded and re-published as Bats
in the Belfry, Routledge, 1926.

3. Belinda Blinders (Desmond Coke), The Nouveau Poor,
Chapman and Hall, 1921.
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who wrote under the pen name W.N.P, Barbellion. Nash ill-
ustrated the Swedish edition of Cumming's best known book
The Diary of a Disappointed Man. He produced work for the

Sun Calendar of 1920,(1) his paintings were illustrated

fairly regularly in magazines like Art and Letters and Ill-

ustration and he was involved in the production of broad-
sheets for the Poetry Book Shop during the early 1920's,
The comic drawings are of little consequence either in them-
selves or for the possible influence they might have exerted
on Nash's other work,

Nash very probably began to engrave on wood during
1919, although it is difficult to say exactly when, since .
none of his engravings are dated. He must have been using
the medium by the second half of 1920 however, since he ex-
hibited with the newly formed Society of Wood Engravers at
The Chenil Galleries, Chelsea in December 1920, Nash
played an important role in the revival of the art of wood
engraving, which took place in  the 1920's, manifesting its-
elf in the production of pre:tigious, limited-editions. .

Nash showed regularly with the London Group after the
war, despite the fact that it had by that time fallen under
the dominating influence of Roger Fry who was violently
opposed to the 'brothers Nash'.(z) Fry had cause to modify

1. The Sun Calendar for the Year 1920. Arranged by Paul
Nash with illustrations by Paul and John Nash and
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