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Introduction 
Rupert Richard Arrowsmith 

There is a problem with the study of Modernism as a global phenomenon. 
Histories of the period have been written, until very recently, by scholars 
with little or no knowledge of culture provinces other than their own, 
resulting in a situation where the dots of apparently discrete geographical 
regions are not adequately connected by lines of influence. In the Western 
part of the Eurasian continent, and in the United States, this situation has 
led to a distorted view of Modernism as essentially a European invention, 
with comparable movements on other parts of the globe characterized as 
imitative of ‘advanced’ art and literature in Europe, or—paradoxically—as 
reactionary and propagandistic. The possibility of multi-directional, 
transnational exchange in aesthetic concepts, art-historical knowledge, and 
literary and artistic technique is thus discounted, played down, or at best 
acknowledged in tentative and misleading ways. 

This last tendency is most obvious in monographs on Western visual artists 
and authors whose work demonstrates an undeniable engagement with the 
products of extra-European cultures. Even the most recent studies on Jacob 
Epstein and Henri Gaudier-Brzeska—to give just two examples—are replete 
with vague expressions such as ‘African-style’, ‘Japanese aesthetics’, and 
‘Indian influence’; the rare attempts that are made to identify works that 
may have extended such influence invariably contain factual errors, while 
the circumstances under which Western artists may have encountered 



artefacts from Africa, Japan, or India do not undergo any form of evidence-
based investigation. 1  
1 See, e.g., Anne Middleton Wagner, Mother Stone: The Vitality of Modern British 
Sculpture (New Haven and London, 2005); Richard Cork, Jacob Epstein (London, 1999); 
Roger Cole, Gaudier Brzeska: Artist and Myth (Bristol, 1995). 

Even David Summers's ambitious Real Spaces project, which attempts to 
revolutionize the study of global art history, buries the contribution of Asian, 
African, and Pacific art to the development of Modernism in the West 
beneath a layer of nebulous concepts, and so ignores the direct, 
demonstrable, and enormous impact of such works on particular artists at 
crucial cultural turning points. 2  
2 David Summers, Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western 
Modernism(London and New York, 2003). 

More effective work on the influence of extra-European visual cultures has 
been completed with regard to Modernist literature, but the view presented 
is still very far from adequate. Zhaoming Qian's two immensely popular 
books on Chinese art and early twentieth-century poetry in the West serve 
to illustrate a growing interest in the idea of transnational cultural exchange 
among academics and students alike. 3  
3 Zhaoming Qian, Orientalism and Modernism: The Legacy of China in Pound and 
Williams(Durham, NC, and London, 1995); and The Modernist Response to Chinese 
Art(Charlottesville, Va., and London, 2003). 

Though important, Qian's books are somewhat limited in scope, focusing on 
loosely connected authors working on different sides of the Atlantic, and 
seeking to link the works of these only with the aesthetic conventions of 
historical Chinese painting. 

Modernism and the Museum represents the first stage of a rigorous 
engagement with the issues outlined above. It takes Ezra Pound and Jacob 
Epstein as core case studies, and tracks the development of their separate 
but related dealings with extra-European art, and those of related figures 
such as Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Eric Gill, T. E. Hulme, Laurence Binyon, 
Richard Aldington, Amy Lowell, Charles Holden, William Rothenstein, Ford 
Madox Ford, James Gould Fletcher, James Havard Thomas, W. B. Yeats, and 
D. H. Lawrence. The nature of the investigation is rigorously historical, and 
presents much previously unpublished evidence from the British Museum, 
the Victoria and Albert Museum (the V&A), the Royal Institute of British 
Architects, the Tate Gallery, and several private collections. What emerges is 
a view of London's museum network—especially the British Museum—as the 



West's most significant hub of global aesthetic exchange during the years 
leading up to the First World War. 

Since the work of theorists Ian Jenkins and Irit Rogoff during the 1990s, and 
of Frederick Bohrer and Tim Barringer more recently, the design, purpose, 
and inherent ideology of museums in general have come under increasing 
critical scrutiny. 4  
4 Ian Jenkins, Archaeologists and Aesthetes in the Sculpture Galleries of the British Museum 
1800–1939 (London, 1992); Daniel J. Sherman and Irit Rogoff (eds.), Museum Culture: 
Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (London: 1994); Frederick Bohrer, Orientalism and Visual 
Culture (2003); Tim Barringer, Imperial Visions (2001). 

Modernism and the Museum for the first time applies the tools thus 
developed to London's museum environment during the rise of Western 
Modernism to analyse the Eurocentric narratives built into the very layouts 
of these institutions, and to assess the ways in which these narratives may 
have modified the reception of artworks from other culture provinces by the 
city's artists and authors. In breaking away from the Graeco-Roman tradition 
to explore Indian, Assyrian, and African conventions of sculpture, Epstein is 
seen to have challenged existing notions of aesthetic hierarchy among 
various cultures, exchanging this for a relativistic conception in which the art 
traditions of any culture province may be drawn upon without restriction. 
During the same period, Pound is shown putting aside early approaches to 
poetry derived from medieval European verse in favour of adapted Japanese 
conventions, Chinese imagery, and Korean aesthetics studied at the 
exclusive Students' Rooms at the British Museum. 

What the beginnings of Modernism in Europe essentially represented, then, 
was the opening-out towards the rest of the world of a culture province that 
had previously been extraordinarily provincial and chauvinistic. Artists and 
authors of other regions, particularly those of the great Asian civilizations of 
India, China, Korea, and Japan, had been experimenting with European 
conventions since the beginning of the nineteenth century. In the West, by 
contrast, poets turned their attention to the European past—to Florence or to 
Provence; while sculptors quibbled interminably over what the Greeks had 
intended with regard to the accurate depiction of the human body. It took 
the West another hundred years to come to terms with the idea of global 
cultural exchange, but by the 1900s the tide of aesthetic influence had 
turned and was surging the other way in full flood. 
 






























































































































































































































































































