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Introduction

The Ballet of the Nations was an odd book to publish in the midst of the First
World War, when pacifists were a persecuted minority and the publishing
industry was struggling under the pressures of paper rationing, censorship,

and mobilization. 1 The story of its production points to an intersection
between the peace movement and the London little theatres and is worth
recounting as evidence of those overlapping networks. The author, Vernon
Lee (1856–1935), was a cosmopolitan writer, known for her essays on travel
and aesthetics, her ghost stories, and her erudition as a polyglot and scholar
of the Italian Renaissance. She was also politically radical, a pacifist and
campaigner for women’s suffrage whose outspoken objections to war
alienated much of her readership and exacerbated her later obscurity as a

writer. 2 She joined the Union of Democratic Control (UDC), a pressure group
which formed in 1914 to scrutinize British foreign policy and war aims, and
which opposed conscription, censorship, and the restriction of civil liberties

that were increasingly a feature of the war. 3 It was through the UDC that The
Ballet of the Nations came to the attention of publishers. In the first instance,
Lee brought the script to her friends, the writer Constance Smedley Armfield
(1876–1941) and her husband, the artist Maxwell Armfield (1881–1972),
whom she knew through the International Lyceum Club for Women Artists

and Writers, which Smedley had established a decade earlier. 4 The Armfields
arranged for Lee to recite The Ballet of the Nations at a UDC meeting, which
they hosted in their studio in Chelsea, and then at another meeting in the
more public forum of the Margaret Morris Theatre on the King’s Road, which
the peace campaigner Kate Courtney noted in her diary as follows:

UDC Meeting in theatre, corner of Flood St. “Vernon Lee” gave her
striking allegory, “The Ballet of the Nations”, for second time. Ch.
Trevelyan spoke, and a Miss Cooper Willis gave us an interesting

selection from Burke and Fox about peace with revolutionary
France—very apt. I was in chair. Very so-so. Audience

interested—all polite.” 5

Amongst the audience was Geoffrey Whitworth, a theatre critic and editor at
Chatto & Windus, who commissioned the book for publication (Fig. 1).
Armfield illustrated the text with a “pictorial commentary”, which gives the
book its striking appearance. This exhibition takes the making of The Ballet
of the Nations as the starting point for an exploration of the overlapping
networks and working relationships that formed around Armfield, Morris,
Whitworth, and their students and collaborators, in and beyond Chelsea



during and after the First World War. The excavation of visual and aural
material begins here with Lee and Armfield’s book, and with the record of the
personal and political commitments that drew them together.

Exhibition

View this illustration online

Figure 1.
Vernon Lee, The Ballet of the Nations: A Present-Day Morality, with a Pictorial
Commentary by Maxwell Ashby Armfield (London: Chatto & Windus, 1915).
Digital image courtesy of Digital facsimile courtesy of Chatto & Windus,
Penguin Random House UK, and The Estate of Maxwell Ashby Armfield.

Vernon Lee did not like Maxwell Armfield’s “pictorial commentary” on her
Ballet. A letter from her publisher suggests a showdown between artist and
author: the illustrations did not “altogether meet with [Lee’s] approval”,
because she felt that “the pictures should be realistic embodiments of the
dancers in the Ballet”, and “thoroughly expressive” as well as “decorative” in

their treatment of the subject matter. 6 Armfield proposed his friend, Norman

Wilkinson of Four Oaks, as an alternative, 7 and later commented that Lee
would have preferred something in the manner of the Victorian Symbolist,

George Frederic Watts. 8 He himself felt that his rendering was faithful to the
narrative. “I tried to give a sense of the horror of the bombing (not yet seen
in London),” he explained, “the streams of fugitive women and children
going this way and that; the exhaustion, and the final starting all over

again.” 9 Yet contemporary reviewers were struck by the discrepancies
between text and illustration, and by what they called Armfield’s

“exaggerated avoidance of the brutal”. 10 A century later, it is these very
differences of subject matter and visual aesthetic that make the book such
as a powerful witness to cultural debates during the First World War. They
expose fundamental disagreements about the role of art as a weapon
against war and point our attention to the world of experimental theatre in

which Armfield operated. 11



Figure 2.
John Singer Sargent, Vernon Lee, 1881, oil on canvas, 53.7 x 43.2
cm. Collection of Tate (N04787). Digital image courtesy of Tate
(CC-BY-NC-ND 3.0 [Unported]).

John Singer Sargent inscribed his portrait of Vernon Lee: “To my friend
Violet”. They had met as children in Nice where their families were spending
the winter, and they had in common a childhood spent travelling in a
leisurely way across Europe, moving with the seasons between France,
Germany, and Italy. Lee spent most of her life in Florence, moving to Chelsea
only for the duration of the First World War. Her objections to war grew out of
her cosmopolitan sensibility and way of life. She experienced, deeply and at
first-hand, the European civilisation that seemed to be self-destructing
through the waste of war and the breakdown of international relations.



Figure 3.
Vernon Lee, Peace with Honour: Controversial Notes
on the Settlement, (London: Union of Democratic
Control, 1915), front cover. Digital image courtesy of
Private Collection.

Lee campaigned against war in pamphlets and newspaper articles, as well as
in the fictional form of The Ballet of the Nations. Her views were controversial
and often unwelcome, particularly her contention that both sides of the
conflict were equally to blame. She complained about the censorship of
German liberal opinion in Britain and made a point of reading the German
press—even when it became hard to obtain. Her pamphlet Peace with
Honour, published by the UDC, made a long-sighted case for a non-punitive
peace settlement with Germany and for freedom of debate as an active
measure against war.



Figure 4.
Unknown photographer, Maxwell Ashby Armfield and Constance Smedley
Armfield, undated, photograph. Digital image courtesy of Private
Collection.

The Armfields formed a close creative partnership, as shown in this
photograph of the couple at work together. Here we see her sewing and him
typing, although she is better known as a writer, feminist, and founder of the
Lyceum Clubs, and he as a painter in tempera. Both had attended the
Birmingham School of Art at the turn of the century, then a centre for the
Arts and Crafts Movement, and their work was deeply informed by Arts and
Crafts techniques and ideas, as well as by Smedley’s commitment to
Christian Science and her encounters with European symbolism. Their move
into theatre began after their marriage in 1909, when they settled in the
Cotswolds and established the Cotswold Players, a company which survives
to this day. At the outbreak of the First World War, they moved to Chelsea
and became closely involved with the London little theatres through their
new company, the Greenleaf Players.



Figure 5.
First Italian Exhibition of Impressionism, Lyceum Club,
Florence, April-May 1910, front cover. Collection of The
Lyceum Club, Florence. Digital image courtesy of The
Lyceum Club, Florence.

Vernon Lee first met Constance Smedley and her fiancé Maxwell Armfield in
Florence in January 1908. Smedley wrote to her parents that she found Lee
“very clever and charming and exclusive” and that they “talked about the
Club”—in other words, the new branch of the International Lyceum Club for

Women Artists and Writers, which was shortly to open in Florence. 12

Smedley had founded the Lyceum in 1903 as a global resource for educated
women, a worldwide network of cultural and professional centres which
promoted female emancipation and international cooperation, and which

spread across Europe, Australasia, and North America. 13 The image shown
here is the catalogue for the First Italian Exhibition of Impressionism, which
took place at the Florence Lyceum Club in spring 1910, and included work by
Cézanne, Degas, Forain, Gauguin, Matisse, Monet, Pissarro, Renoir, Rosso,
Toulouse-Lautrec, and Van Gogh—a mixture of Impressionists and those



whom we would now classify as Post-Impressionist, a term coined by the
critic Roger Fry for his exhibition Manet and the Post-Impressionists, which

opened in London six months later. 14 It is a measure of the Lyceum’s cultural
ambition that it was prepared to host this pioneering display of modern art
from France.

View this illustration online

Figure 6.
Eliss and Walkry, “The Latest Exponent of the Delsartian
School: Miss Ruth St Denis as Radha, Wife of Krishna,
the Eighth Incarnation of Vishnu”, photograph, The
Illustrated London News, 31 October 1908, 16. Digital
image courtesy of Illustrated London News Group.

Constance Smedley’s shift into theatre began during her tenure as Honorary
Secretary of the Lyceum Club. Ruth St. Denis, pioneer of modern dance in the
United States, was a crucial influence; they had first met through the Berlin

Lyceum in 1905. 15 In 1908, Smedley promoted St. Denis’s season of Indian

dances at the Scala Theatre, London by organising a celebrity Gala night. 16



Smedley remembered St. Denis as “the broadest-visioned artist I have ever

met”. 17 St. Denis was equally impressed, calling Smedley “a radiant

personality […] In her presence nothing was impossible.” 18 This is notable,
because, in most other cases, there is little to corroborate Smedley’s own
account of her life’s work—she has largely fallen out of the historical record.

[mul]

The “Music of the Passions” is important to Satan’s scheme to incite war in
The Ballet of the Nations: hatred carries a “huge double-bass”, Rapine, Lust,
Murder, and Famine are “fitted out with bull roarers and rattles and other
cannibalic instruments”, Science has “a first-rate gramophone tucked under
her arm”—between them, they stir the Nations to a frenzy; and when they
flag, it is the voice of Pity “like the welling-up notes of many harps” that
revives them to a fresh lease of slaughter. Music was key to Lee’s thinking

about art and it permeates her writing—both fiction and non-fiction. 19 In her
ghost story, A Wicked Voice, a composer is haunted by the voice of the
eighteenth-century singer Zaffirino, which was said to be so ravishing that it
could kill a woman—another case of art wreaking destruction in human lives.
20 Running through the story is the old Venetian air La Biondina in Gondoleta,
which the composer sings at a soirée and then hears being sung by an
unidentified, androgynous voice “of intense but peculiar sweetness”—the
ghost of Zaffirino himself?

Footnotes

For an account of the economic problems facing publishers during the First World War, see Jane Potter, Boys in Khaki,
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Whitworth, letter to Violet Paget, 29 July 1915.
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