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A Dawn 1914 

A Dawn, 1914 shows French 
infantrymen marching with a 
relentless machine-like rhythm 
to the battle front. The formal 
device of repetitive stylized 
wedge-shaped forms to convey 
both movement and mass was 
borrowed from the Italian 
Futurists, whom Nevinson first 
met when staying in Paris prior 
to the war in 1912-13. Always 
seeking a public platform for 
his art, Nevinson told the Daily 
Express in 1915: 'Our Futurist 
technique is the only possible 
medium to express the 
crudeness, violence, and 
brutality of the emotions seen 
and felt on the present 
battlefields of Europe.' 
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Reclaimed Country 1915-16 

Nevinson looked to convey 
the devastation that the 
war was having on the 
landscape and, by 
extension, on the people.  
The title is ironic as it 
begs the question who it 
is being reclaimed for. It 
is believed that he was 
looking at the works of 
Rembrandt at this time 
and used his ‘Three 
Trees’ as a starting point.  
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A Star Shell 1916 

The light of the shell recalls the nativity 
and, with the cruciform shapes of the 
fences, gives the painting an 
apocalyptic tone.  The devastation by 
machinery appears to go against 
Nevinson’s earlier support of Futurism.  
It moves on from his earlier piece 
‘Bursting Shell’ through its use of 
landscape.  

When this was first exhibited, the gallery 
owners tried to imply that the paintings 
had been painted in a ‘proper patriotic 
manner’.  In the catalogue was a quote, 
not from an art critic, but from a 
general, Sir Ian Hamilton:  

“Look at that star shell” To a soldier 
crouching in a mine crater, or crawling 
from cover to cover to cut barbed wire, 
the sudden ball of light that fills his 
dark hiding place with ghostly light is a 
murderous eye betraying him to 
enemies in ambush.  Here, truer to the 
truth, it takes on a mystic semblance of 
the Holy Grail, poised over the 
trenches, bearing its mystic message to 
the souls of our happy warriors”.  
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La Patrie 1916 

Osbert Sitwell said of this 
painting: ...”And in this 
tragic summing-up of the 
debris of war...the 
unshaven men lying on 
their stretchers suffering or 
dying at the hand of the 
same cruel and intolerable 
folly, reveal faces that are 
notched and dented into 
masks of pain.  The rigidity 
of death is already asserting 
itself in some of the forms, 
their hands already coffin-
cold, though clenched in 
suffering 
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The Dressing Station/Doctor 

1916 
The setting is the 'Shambles' (an old 

vernacular English term for a 
slaughter-house), a covered goods 
yard outside Dunkirk where 
wounded soldiers were treated. They 
were deposited here on arrival from 
the Front before medical facilities 
were properly organised to cope with 
the enormous flood of injured men. 
Nevinson's first job as a volunteer 
with the Red Cross was to tend to the 
dying men. In his autobiography, 
'Paint and Prejudice', Nevinson 
describes his work at the 'Shambles': 
'Our doctors took charge, and in five 
minutes I was nurse, water-carrier, 
stretcher-bearer, driver, and 
interpreter. Gradually the shed was 
cleansed, disinfected and made 
habitable, and by working all night 
we managed to dress most of the 
patients' wounds.' 
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Twilight 1916 

• This image depicted 
the compassion and 
comradeship of the 
men fighting.  The 
sunlight fanning the 
horizon could 
represent hope.  This 
‘sentimentality’ 
seems to go against 
the majority of the 
works Nevinson was 
producing at this 
time.  
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Group of Soldier 1917 

Nevinson's rough portrayal of soldiers 
caused considerable problems with 
the War Office Censors who wanted 
to prevent the exhibition of the 
painting on the grounds that 'the 
Germans will seize upon the picture 
as evidence of British degeneration'. 
Major Lee, the censor at GHQ, 
referred to the work as 'the Group of 
Brutes'. The painting was shown at 
the Leicester Galleries in 1918 but 
press criticism was extremely hostile, 
describing the soldiers as ' a crew of 
dummy hooligans' and 'semi-idiotic 
puppets'.  

In an unsent letter to Major Lee, 
Nevinson debated his censorship 
decision, stating that works such as 
this one should not be censored on 
aesthetic grounds. He also described 
how the portraits were taken from 
life: I might mention that all these 
four men in this particular picture 
were portraits, men I chose quite 
haphazard from the Tubes as they 
came from France on leave.' 
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Hans and Fritz 1918 

• In comparison, this lithograph of two 

German soldiers in head and shoulder 

shot, did not receive the same 

censorship as the previous work had 

done despite the fact that the two 

figures were depicted in sympathetic 

light.  
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Acetylene Welding 1917 

In 1917 the Ministry of Information 
commissioned nine artists to produce 
six lithographs each on different 
aspects of the war effort. Many 
women worked in the munitions 
factories, building aircraft, and 
making weapons. Nevinson shows 
the women intent on their work, 
looking like identical robots, with 
their hair tied up to keep it out of the 
machinery, and goggles to protect 
their eyes from the sparks. 

One munitions factory manager was 
delighted to employ women because 
he believed that 'Men will not stand 
the monotony of a fast repetition job 
like women, they will not stand by a 
machine pressing buttons all their 
lives, but a woman will.' 

And a leaflet issued by the Ministry of 
Labour for the ship-building industry 
said 'The average woman takes to 
welding as readily as she takes to 
knitting once she has overcome any 
initial nervousness due to sparks.' 
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He Gained a Fortune, but Gave 

a Son 1917 
Nevinson reverts to a more 

naturalistic style for this 
painting and it is of the 
Sitwell’s butler, Mr Moat, 
although he is not the profiteer 
that the title indicates. 
Nevinson returned to this 
theme again in the next 
portrait The portrait on the 
mantle shows a young man in 
uniform, presumably the son 
of the title and it is the 
contrasts of the two men that 
make this a disturbing image.   

“These grand old men, who still 
can see and talk,/Who sacrifice 
each others’ sons each day”. 
Osbert Sitwell    
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War Profiteers 1917 

• It was not just men who 
profited from the war and in 
this portrait, Nevinson makes 
the viewer feel uncomfortable 
with these ladies.  Their 
clothing and demeanour show 
no regard for the suffering that 
ordinary people are enduring 
and the expression of the 
woman looking back at us is, 
in turns, smug and defiant. 
The women are either wives of 
businessmen or prostitutes, it 
is not made clear.  Neither is 
the setting –are they lights 
from the searchlights scanning 
the skies for Zeppelins, or are 
they the lights of the night 
clubs they are frequenting?  
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War – Poster 1918 

This poster was designed by 
Nevinson to promote his 
second exhibition at the 
Leicester Galleries in March 
1918. The exhibition included 
a number of memorable 
paintings from his time as an 
official war artist, including 
‘Paths of Glory’. The design 
reflects a Futurist obsession 
with weaponry, short harsh 
words and thrusting angular 
shapes. Nevinson used the 
image of thrusting bayonets in 
several of his artworks after 
this period which indicated his 
worry that we were heading for 
another global catastrophe. 
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Conflict 1927 

After the war, Nevinson 
adressed many 
different subjects and 
on differing media but 
the fear of war and the 
terror of conflict still 
resonated with him.  
He constantly warned 
that we were heading 
for another war.  This 
drawing deals with his 
concerns in a less 
literal way and began 
his move into more 
symbolic work.  
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The Unending Cult of Human 

Sacrifice 1934 
A combination of a variety of 

symbolic images including 
Christ's crucifixion, robed 
priests, the Virgin Mary, St 
George leading troops into 
battle, heavy artillery and 
aircraft. Amongst the 
masses of troops and 
weaponry are bayonets 
pointing skywards in the 
foreground. This and The 
Spirit of Progress see 
Nevinson reflecting on the 
impact that science and 
technology is having when 
it is used for the wrong 
reasons.  
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The Spirit of Progress 1933 

This lithograph, for Studio 
Magazine, was a 
commentary on the 
nature of modern 
civilisation.  It was 
inspired by HG Wells’ 
The Shape of Things to 
Come which prophesied 
the future destruction of 
London from the air and 
by speeches by Stanley 
Baldwin, in which he 
stated that ‘the bomber 
will always get through’.   
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World War II 

• Nevinson still 
believed he had 
something to share, 
and when war 
commenced again, 
he approached the 
Director of the 
National Gallery, 
Kenneth Clark, to 
offer his services to 
the British Official 
War Artists Scheme.  
He was turned 
down, but continued 
to pain a series of 
images such as 
March of Civilisation 
of 1940.  

 

17 



“Never such innocence again.” –  Philip Larkin,  MCMXIV 
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