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I belong to the happy few who can make a living out of studying the history of art and 

out of communicating the results of their studies to others. Why should one study the 

history of art? There are two questions contained in this one: Why should one take an 

interest in art? And: Why should one take an interest in history? I suggest that an 

understanding and appreciation of the work of the artist adds to the truly valuable 

pleasures and thereby enhances one’s life. That poetry or music can do that, no one 

denies. The revelations which can reach us through the eye are less familiar.  

 

 

A Thrilling Enterprise  

You may go to any great museum and just let work of art after work of art speak to 

you, as it comes. But you will find after a time that you need history to understand 

and even to appreciate art. You will see differences between, say, one statue and 

another, which are not merely personal but must be the result of a distance of several 

centuries between the two. The historian of art, after having looked at a statue or a 

picture or a chair purely for its own sake, then asks himself what it can tell us of the 

age that made it. That also can be a thrilling enterprise, for the layman as well. It can 

be applied also to literature, music, philosophy, and even science. So past periods 

come to life with the various expressions of their ideals and prejudices, and in the end 

we shall understand our own age better by comparing and contrasting it with the past.  

 

Art historians differ in their personal preferences. The artist tends to look at the 

individual work for its aesthetic character and its craftsmanship regardless of its 

historical setting; the connoisseur for its handwriting and its genuineness, regardless 

of its historical setting; the biographer is interested ultimately not in the individual 

work, but in the man behind it. His question is: How did this unique individual 

express himself by means of his art? The historian need not underestimate the 

individual, but he tends to neglect the individual. He is more fascinated by what men 

and works of one age have in common, and he watches how one age develops into 

another. He says that the spirits of ages as he watches them are greater than the 

individual. He is the generaliser—and I may just as well make it clear at once that I 

am one of them.  

 

But these lectures are not going to deal with the development of style from period to 

period, that is the history of art, but with a different type of generalisation, a type you 

might call the geography of art. Instead of asking what all works of art (and, of 

course, architecture) have in common because they belong to one period, in whatever 

country within one civilisation, I am going to ask here what all works of art (and, of 

course, architecture) of one people have in common, at whatever time they may have 

been made. That means that my subject is really national character as it is expressed 

in terms of art.  
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As soon as one poses this question, there will be two objections. First: Is it desirable 

to stress a national point of view so much in appreciating works of art and 

architecture? Second: Is there such a thing as a fixed or almost fixed national 

character? Neither of these questions is confined to art. I would, needless to say, 

answer yes to both.  

 

Those who are against stressing nationality in art argue that in an age of such rapid 

communications as ours, keeping everyone all the time in touch with all other parts of 

the world, everything ought to be avoided that glorifies obsolete national divisions. To 

that I would answer that geography of art is not really nationalism in action, although 

some intelligent and sensitive art historians have unquestionably made it appear so. 

The result of what I am going to spread out before you is not simply: this is English, 

and don’t you do anything else. It will on the contrary be, I hope, so complex a tissue 

of seemingly opposed forms and principles that in the end you ought to emerge with a 

juster understanding of the art of other peoples and a widened instead of a narrowed 

sense of this country’s national possibilities.  

 

Now for the second question, which is, as you will remember, whether there is such a 

thing as a national character consistent over centuries. Let me give a preliminary 

answer which is very simple. You know ‘Romeo and Juliet’. You know the line about 

the nightingale and not the lark? ‘It was the nightingale and not the lark’. Here it is in 

Italian: ‘E ’1 usignol—non è la lodola’. And here in German: ‘Es ist die Nachtigall 

und nicht die Lerche’. Are these not three national characters speaking, each at once 

recognisable? Or another example. Do you know what costoletta is in English? A 

chop. So I suggest that as long as one nation says ‘mutton chop’ and another 

costoletta di mon tone there will be national characters. Costoletta di montone— it 

sounds like a whole line of poetry in English. And if you retort: Let us therefore have 

Esperanto, my answer would be: At the end of this series of lectures you will, I hope, 

be ready to admit that that would deprive us of an infinite variety of valuable things. 

What it will be my job to prove to you is that English art bears out the existence of 

national qualities represented in the syllable ‘chop’. We shall see whether that can be 

done.  

 

I would rather, at this stage, give you a preview of another of the basic and permanent 

premises of national character: climate. That is one of these premises recognised to a 

certain extent already by Hippocrates, and certainly by Jean Bodin in 1566. The Abbé 

du Bos in 1719 was the first, it seems, to apply it to art. Winckelmann much more 

inspiredly built on it his evocations of the spirit of ancient Greek art. From him the 

notion went to the Romantics, especially Schlegel, and so into the nineteenth century. 

And the argument is convincing enough. Art will develop differently in the mists or 

under clear blue skies, in a moderate or in a hot climate. So perhaps the fact that 

Turner and Constable are English has something to do with our climate. Climate may 

also explain English sympathy with the atmospheric art of the seaboard republic of 

Venice. English poetry ever since ‘The Wanderer’ and ‘The Seafarer’ has been aware 

of the sea around the island, and perhaps it follows from this -that hearts of oak are 

not only the ships but also the mighty and ingenious roofs of the churches. People 

from the Continent find it difficult to understand that the English never accepted stone 

vaulting as the one and only dignified thing for a church of any pretension. A timber 

vault in imitation of stone such as you have at York Minster in the transept and in the 
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chancel at St. Albans, seems ignominious to a Frenchman. But then he has nothing 

like the double hammerbeam roofs of East Anglia.  

 

 

Recentness of Fogs  

However, let me quickly add a first warning. Problems of national character in art are 

not as primitive as that. You would think that climate and language are among the 

most permanent factors that can be. But not even they are permanent. I have just 

finished reading the proofs of a book by Francesca Wilson. It is called Strange Island, 

and it is an anthology of foreigners’ impressions of England from Froissart to 

Maurois. That the ‘gloomy fogs’, the ‘foul smoke . . . with which the city is covered 

eighteen hours of the twenty-four’ appear prominently in such an anthology goes 

without saying. What is remarkable is that they do not come into the book at all 

before the middle of the eighteenth century. A moist climate may be natural, but fog 

is moisture plus soot, and so what one complains of as climate is the combination of 

climate with such things as the exploitation of coal, a development of industry that 

calls for vast masses of coal, and in the house a system of heating evolved for wood 

fires and not yet universally adjusted to the use of coal. Perhaps this staunch 

conservatism in the teeth of the greatest discomforts is English? Perhaps the early and 

ruthless development of mining and industry is English? That we shall see later.  

 

What I wanted to show you already now is that even climatic conditions are not 

entirely permanent in the way they affect us. Nor is language really permanent. Not 

only because Anglo-Saxon is not English, and because the Norman court and nobility 

spoke French, and because the literary language of prose was Latin. The Royal 

Proclamation of the Provisions of Oxford in 1258 is the first major document in 

English, and only in the fourteenth century did English become the accepted official 

language of England. Yet even Chaucer’s English needs the translator. And has it any 

of the characteristics demonstrated in my comparison of ‘chop’ and costoletta? Chop 

is undoubtedly typical of today’s English. One of Miss Wilson’s foreigners, Conte 

Pecchio, says: ‘The great quantity of monosyllables looks like a kind of shorthand’. 

Here is one example which I heard the other day. It was an anxious question about an 

unreliable character at an important meeting. ‘Will he rat?’. That, translated, say, into 

Dr. Johnson’s English, would be: ‘Do you consider it probable that he will desert our 

cause at this perilous stage?’ So that is eighteenth- versus twentieth-century English. 

And similarly the English preference for short sentences (as against the long sentences 

of German or Italian writers) is not permanent. Look at the great seventeenth-century 

divines like Jeremy Taylor and you will agree.  

 

 

Demonstrative Conservatism  

So one ought to be careful not to take today’s character as it has been analysed and 

lampooned so gracefully by the Czech Capek and the Dutchman Professor Renier, 

and expect always to find it in the past. For today the qualities are obvious, and I will 

here rattle off only a few. Personal liberty, freedom of expression, and wisdom in 

compromise, the two-party system not shaken by communism or fascism, the 

democratic system of negotiating in parliament as well as on boards and committees, 

the distrust of the sweeping statement (such as mine are) and of the demagogue. Then 

the eminently civilised faith in honesty and fair play, the patient queuing, the wisdom 

in letting go in Ireland, in India, in Burma, a strictly upheld inefficiency in the little 
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business-things of every day, such as the workman’s job in the house, windows that 

will never close, and heating that will never heat, a certain comfortable wastefulness 

and sense of a good life, and the demonstrative conservatism of the wig in court, the 

gown in school and university, the obsolete looking shop-window in St. James’s 

Street, the Steward of the Chiltern Hundreds, the Keeper of the Queens Swans, the 

Portcullis Poursuivant, the City Companies, and £-s.-d., and yards and acres, and 

Fahrenheit. All those things seem as eternal as the rock of Gibraltar.  

 

Are they? I will take two examples from Miss Wilson’s book. Here is Erasmus, the 

great humanist, writing from Cambridge in 1517. ‘The rooms are generally so 

constructed that no draught can be sent through them’. And here is Alexander Herzen, 

the Russian émigré politician and philosopher who lived in London from 1852 to 

1864: ‘Nowhere is there a crowd so dense, so terrifying as in London, yet it never in 

any circumstances knows how to queue’.  

 

So much for the permanence of national characteristics. And do not say that such little 

things as queuing and ventilation do not matter compared with the great qualities of a 

nation’s character. For not only has Sterne in his Sentimental Journey said very 

rightly that one ‘can see the precise and distinguishing marks of national characters 

more in these nonsensical minutiae than in the most important matters of state’, but 

the important matters of state have also changed. Where has the Elizabethan pirate-

cum-poet gone? The privateer, the man who takes the big risks and knows few 

scruples, and who writes accomplished sonnets at the same time? He was a 

Renaissance type, and one cannot expect him in the twentieth century? That is just the 

point I want to make. There is a spirit of an age, and there is national character, and 

the two can act in accordance and they can interfere with one another until one seems 

to black out the other completely. Do our most highly appreciated actors play 

Shakespeare correctly, the Elizabethan Shakespeare? What Voltaire calls ‘these 

monstrous farces which one calls tragedies’, written by ‘a genius full of force, of 

nature and sublimity, without a spark of good taste’? You have to go to Donald Wolfit 

to see that side, the exuberance, the boisterous virility of the Elizabethan Shakespeare; 

that is, to an actor who was not trained in an academy, but in the rough and tumble of 

music hall and troupes of strolling players as they still existed until a few decades ago.  

 

‘Strolling Players’ is the title of a Hogarth picture, of which I shall talk later, and as 

Shakespeare’s England so Hogarth’s England has gone. And with the cock-fighting 

and the roaring debauchery of Hogarth’s England, the England of Chippendale has 

gone; that is, the England of high, exacting craftsmanship. In Miss Wilson’s book we 

see that, according to Césare de Saussure, about 1725, the English craftsmen ‘work to 

perfection’ and ‘the perfection of craft-work’ is still praised by Grosley in 1765. But 

gone also is the world replacing that of Chippendale, the world of the English 

pioneers of industry, of the great ironmasters and engineers and inventors, of 

Abraham Darby and Wilkinson, of Boulton and Watt, of Telford and Stephenson. 

England was leading in the world then, it was the America of the day. Wilkinson went 

to advise at Le Creusot and in Prussia; Telford built the Gota Canal in Sweden; Aron 

Manby, Cockrill, and others had factories in France and Belgium; the first railway 

engines in Germany were English.  

 

That does not sound like English conservatism, does it? So where are we, with our 

search for permanent national qualities? Actually not in as desperate a position as it 
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may seem. The mistake one tends to make is to expect national qualities to show up 

too universally arid to- be too simple. In all that I am going to demonstrate to you in 

this series of lectures you must remember that national character does not only 

gradually change, but is also not, at all moments and in all situations, equally distinct. 

The spirit of a moment may reinforce national character or repel it. Moreover, as we 

are dealing with the visual arts, the national character of one nation may be more 

likely to seek expression in that particular field than the national character of another 

nation, and the question as to how far England is a visual nation or not or has been a 

visual nation and is no longer, will have to engage our attention. Then, in addition to 

all that, you must remember that the visual arts, even in the most artistic nation, 

cannot reflect everything. There may be whole important traits to which we can find 

no equivalent in visual terms. That must make any picture of national character, in 

terms of art and architecture alone, one-sided.  

 

There is, however, one way in which one can avoid at least the worst one-sidedness. 

One should never try to arrive at the simple statement. The English are x and not y, 

the Germans are y and not x. Such statements are bound to be useless. Instead I am 

going to try to pursue geography of art here in terms of polarities—in pairs of 

apparently contradictory qualities. English art is at one and the same moment 

Constable and Turner, it is the formal house and the informal, picturesque garden 

surrounding it. Or, if I may take as my examples now the apparent contrast between 

two consecutive periods: English art is the Decorated and the Perpendicular style in 

architecture; it is Van- Brugh and Lord Burlington, Hogarth and Reynolds. What we 

shall have to do is to analyse for each of them individually what is English in them, 

and then see how far the results really contradict each other. For instance, Decorated 

is the flowing line, Perpendicular is the straight line, but both are line and not body. 

Constable’s aim is truth to nature, Turner’s world is a phantasmagoria, but both are 

concerned with an atmospheric view of the world not with the firm physical objects in 

it; that is, again, not with bodies.  

 

 

Roast Beef and Cabbage  

Now that I have said so much to show what is not permanent in the national 

characteristics of England, may I indulge in a few examples of how surprisingly much 

after all does appear to be permanent. Paul Hentzner, the German tourist who came to 

England in 1598, already says the English are ‘impatient of anything like slavery’. 

Misson in about 1690 says they ‘eat a huge piece of roast beef on Sunday…and the 

rest cold the other days of the week’. Their idea of vegetables, says Karl Philipp 

Moritz in 1782, is ‘a few cabbage leaves boiled in plain water’. The English do not 

work too much, says Sorbière in 1653, they believe that ‘true living consists in 

knowing how to live at ease’. And one more example, Antonio Trevisan, Venetian 

Ambassador to Henry VII in 1497, remarks that the English say, ‘whenever they see a 

handsome foreigner: he looks like an Englishman’. Saussure, who was a very shrewd 

observer, says the same: ‘I don’t think there is a people more prejudiced in its own 

favour than the British’. And go to Ogden Nash, and you will find this:  

 

Let us pause to consider the English 

Who when they pause to consider themselves they get all reticently thrilled 

and tinglish,  
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Because every Englishman is convinced of one thing, viz:  

That to be an Englishman is to belong to the most exclusive club there is.  

 

There seems to be pretty well unanimity here. Yet, in this particular case, I am not at 

all sure myself whether they are all of them right. But then I am never a hundred per 

cent, sure either how far I am not a foreigner and how far I am.  

 

That brings me to a few personal remarks which I think I ought to add in conclusion. 

Why should I give this particular series of lectures to you? Why should I, with a never 

fully conquered foreign intonation, I who am not too certain of the difference between 

a centre forward and a leg volley, stand here to talk to you about the Englishness of 

English art? My defence is that in order to see clearly what is what in national 

character it is perhaps a good thing at one stage to have come in from outside and then 

to have settled down to become part of it. It is a curious experience, I can assure you, 

but one worth undergoing. In my own field of research I came from the German 

Baroque of Saxony at its most exuberant, and had then done some years’ work on 

Italian Baroque painting, before—in 1930—I first visited England. It was a discovery. 

Few people on the Continent knew about English art then or had studied it. I was able 

to travel a good deal and started teaching the history of English art. In connection with 

that I began collecting material on this problem of Englishness. The material grew 

slowly at first, and much faster when I left Germany and settled in London. By 1941 

or 1942, for a course of lectures at Birkbeck College, all this collected material had to 

take some shape. Immediately after the war I went back to it and this time with a view 

to making a book of it.  

 

It was then that I came across the only existing book on the subject, a very remarkable 

book, by the Viennese art historian, Professor Dagobert Frey. It is called (I am 

translating the title) The English Character as Reflected in English Art, and was 

published in the middle of the war, in 1942. Yet it is absolutely free of any hostile 

remarks, let alone any Nazi bias—a completely objective and indeed appreciative 

book, written with great acumen, sensitivity, and a remarkably wide knowledge. And 

it confirmed, often to an amazing and almost embarrassing degree, my views, the 

criteria I had worked out, even the examples I had chosen to illustrate them, though 

Professor Frey runs through the manifestations of the English character in English art 

chronologically, from epoch to epoch, whereas I shall here take the liberty of jumping 

about freely in time.  

 

I shall in every one of these lectures start from a well-known figure, fairly close to us 

in date, analyse a work or two of his, and then see how their distinguishing qualities 

recur in the most unexpected periods or contexts. My next point of departure will be 

Hogarth, after that Reynolds, then the architects of the Perpendicular style, then 

Blake, and finally Constable. 


