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1. Introduction 

While reflecting on her life in her autobiography Taken Care of1 Edith Sitwell writes "my 

father's hope was that I should learn to draw, to see everything, through gauze spectacles. 

Nothing must have sharp edges, the truth must be comfortably veiled" (Sitwell, TCO 49). Out 

of this sense of artistic oppression Edith Sitwell and her brothers, Osbert and Sacheverell, 

developed their own artistic philosophy. The veiled way of seeing the world that their father 

promoted was the "mark of the Amateur" according to Edith (Sitwell, TCO 49). In contrast, 

she asserts "Nothing could have been more amateur than my brothers and myself. We were 

born to be professionals" (Sitwell, TCO 49). 

 Wheels: An Anthology of Verse2, the poetry anthology edited by Edith Sitwell and 

published annually from 1916 till 1921, serves as one of the first pieces of evidence of Edith's 

professional literary career. The first issue, or first 'cycle' as it was called, was received in its 

time as a collection of macabre verse emitting a pervasive sense of gloom (Wheels 1:903). 

This reception reflects the view that Wheels was merely derivative of aestheticism and 

decadence that flourished in Britain in the latter half of the nineteenth century. This 

association is not entirely incorrect given the fact that the first cycle debuted within allusive 

yellow covers approximating itself to the well-known aesthetic publication The Yellow Book. 

Moreover, many of the poems published in Wheels draw on aesthetic and decadent themes. 

To reduce the relationship to one of mere derivation, however, would be an incorrect 

conclusion since Wheels, under the editorship of the female editor Edith Sitwell, was using 

these traditions in an innovative way in the context of the early-twentieth century. 

                                                
1 Edith Sitwell's autobiography Taken Care of will be abbreviated to TCO henceforth. 
2 The title is shortened hereafter to Wheels to preserve space. 
3 Edith Sitwell reprinted a number of favorable and unfavorable reviews at the end of each 
cycle of Wheels beginning with the second printing of Cycle One. This aspect will be 
addressed in more detail in later portions of this dissertation. 
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 Wheels is generally understood as a publication conceived primarily to combat 

Georgian Poetry, an annual poetry anthology published by Harold Monro and edited by 

Edward Marsh from 1912 till 19224. Robert H. Ross describes Monro as "Zealously dedicated 

to removing poetry from the study of the aesthete or the scholar" (Ross 80). With this 

objective in mind, Georgian Poetry was created with an eye to reviving poetry and, as Monro 

states, to creating a public "that may read verse as it now reads its newspapers" (qtd. in Ross 

80).  

 Georgian Poetry was wildly successful with the first volume selling more than 15,000 

copies in Marsh's estimate (Jaffe 142-143). As Kathryn Ledbetter explains, literary figures 

like Edith Sitwell took issue with Georgian Poetry because even within its name it seemed to 

suggest that it represented a new and distinctly modern movement in poetry (Ledbetter 323). 

Edith Sitwell was one who felt that the work within Georgian Poetry was not only outdated, 

but by adhering to sentimental themes aligned with Victorian ideals, it exalted the war effort 

at a time when views, particularly those held by the young, were shifting towards opposition 

(Ledbetter 234). For Edith Sitwell and her brothers, however, Georgian Poetry represented 

even more. It was a reflection of the Edwardian ideals that the Sitwell siblings, and Edith in 

particular, had been fighting against privately in their family home for years (Pearson 90). 

With Wheels, the private battle they had already begun to wage was made public. The attack 

was on the complacency they felt characterized the older generation who continued to 

propound traditional Edwardian ideals at a time when these ideals had become obsolete 

(Pearson 103-104). 

 Despite its role as one of Edith Sitwell's earliest artistic projects, Wheels has been 

relatively understudied as a whole. The relevance of Wheels has not gone unrecognized. As 

                                                
4 This is a widespread point of departure for many scholars discussing Wheels. See for 
example John Press' A Map of Modern English Verse, Robert H. Ross' The Georgian Revolt: 
Rise and Fall of a Poetic Ideal 1910-1922, and Alvin Sullivan's British Literary Magazines: 
The Modern Age 1914-1984.  
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John Press explains, "In its pages one hears, for the first time, the voices of some very young 

poets seeking to express the moral discontent and the aesthetic aims of a generation in revolt 

against the tyranny of pre-1914 values" (Press 157). This study seeks to examine the revolt 

these young people waged by examining their aesthetic aims in Wheels and ultimately hopes 

to provide a new perspective that will help to fill the existing lacuna in Wheels scholarship. 

While Aaron Jaffe in Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity holds the view that Edith 

Sitwell, as editor of Wheels, "does nothing to alter, undermine, or open up the male authority 

of which she makes use", this study seeks to demonstrate how Edith Sitwell does work to 

subvert this dominant male authority (Jaffe 159).  

 In contrast to Jaffe who approaches the publication primarily from a material 

perspective focusing more on the formal aspects rather than close readings, this study 

embarks from the role of Edith Sitwell as a female editor and from the contributions of the 

female poets to the cycles of Wheels. It takes its cue from Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis 

Psomiades who argue in their book Women and British Aestheticism that, "Whereas male 

modernist writers often disavowed that influence [the influence of aestheticism and 

decadence], women writers continued to find in aestheticism a rich resource for the 

production of art and an alternative tradition with which to combat high-modernist misogyny" 

(Schaffer and Psomiades 4). By drawing on the framework of female aestheticism, Wheels is 

put in a new light which allows one to see how Sitwell, as a female editor, drew on the 

tradition of aestheticism and decadence to create an egalitarian space in which female and 

male poets were on equal terms5. The egalitarian space within Wheels was an ideal weapon 

with which to combat the common opponent of the cyclists, namely the antiquated Edwardian 

                                                
5 The idea that Wheels was a space in which men and women were on equal terms is 
supported by Jane Dowson and Alice Entwistle in A History of Twentieth-Century British 
Women's Poetry, although they do not specifically address how this works within the 
publication (Dowson and Entwistle 20). 
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ideals represented by Georgian Poetry, which included traditional gender roles, traditional 

literary forms and themes, and traditional notions of masculinity and war. 

 The study is divided into six chapters. Chapter Two discusses the cultural and social 

context which created the conditions for aestheticism, decadence, and modernism, and gives 

special attention to the relationship between art and the rise of commodity culture. Chapter 

Three lays out the framework that will be used in the analysis of Wheels in Chapter Five. It 

details the traditional understanding of aestheticism and decadence, the concept of female 

aestheticism, and considers the role of the form of the anthology as a vehicle for modernist 

poetry. Chapter Four focuses on Edith Sitwell and provides the personal background which 

plays a relevant role in the formation of Wheels as one of Edith's first artistic enterprises. 

Chapter Five conducts a two-fold analysis of the publication through the lens of female 

aestheticism. It begins by reading a number of the contributions by female poets and then 

considers how these poems relate to the contributions by the male poets. Chapter Six 

concludes the study by considering the whole and reiterates how Edith Sitwell, as editor of 

Wheels, continues the tradition of female aestheticism in the context of the early-twentieth 

century, liberating herself from the obligation to conform to both the established literary 

tradition of publications like Edward Marsh's Georgian Poetry as well as to the dominant 

male modernist aesthetic associated with publications like the futurist anthologies and Blast. 

As a result, viewing Wheels through the lens of female aestheticism exposes the often under-

valued complexity of the publication and demonstrates how Sitwell, like many of her female 

predecessors, wrote and edited from the counter culture of a female tradition. 
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2. Cultural and Social Context 

The nineteenth century brought with it a number of technological advancements that would 

forever change British print culture thereafter. The rotary press and the linotype machine were 

two such innovations that had a particular impact during the latter half of the nineteenth 

century (Scholes and Wulfman 28). By 1870 the rotary press was in wide-spread use and 

allowed paper to be fed through the printing process ten times faster than was previously 

possible. The linotype machine, in use in Britain by the 1980s, sped up the process of 

typesetting (Scholes and Wulfman 28). These technological advancements together with 

fiscal changes such as the abolishment of the paper tax in 1861 (Tildesley, "Paper") and the 

abolishment of the stamp tax in 1855 were contributing factors in what Marysa Demoor refers 

to as a "sea change in publishing history" that occurred at the end of the nineteenth century 

(Demoor 1).  

 While the technological and fiscal changes were instrumental in bringing together the 

elements that would create a thriving commodity culture in Britain at the end of the 

nineteenth century, social factors also played an essential role. Britain was undergoing major 

urbanization with London expanding from a population of around one million in 1801 to over 

six million in 1901 (Scholes and Wulfman 28). Forster's Education Act of 1871, which 

required children to attend school until age ten, was also an important factor (Demoor 2). As a 

result of this act, a new literate demographic was being created that would be a malleable 

readership for print publications (Demoor 2). Under influence of these technological, fiscal, 

and social factors, commodity culture thrived with more books, magazines, and newspapers 

being published than ever before (Demoor 1).   

 Although literature was now being produced and consumed at a greater volume than 

ever before, the market was also becoming more fragmented as a result of the rising literacy 

rate and publishers attempting to cater to the corresponding demographic that this tendency 
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was creating (Scholes and Wulfman 30). Cheaper periodicals with lower intellectual 

standards were being produced for the newly literate groups while more expensive and 

intellectually challenging periodicals were being produced for the elite educated group 

(Scholes and Wulfman 30). Andreas Huyssen in After the Great Divide sees this division as 

essential to what has come to be known as modernism. He asserts that the high-low divide 

that begins to emerge at the end of the nineteenth century was the basis for the modernist 

project and furthermore defines this division as existing between traditional bourgeois high 

culture as opposed to popular culture manifest in modern commercial print publications 

produced for the masses (Huyssen vii-ix). In more recent work, scholars such as Mark 

Morrisson, Lawrence Rainey, and Robert Scholes have challenged this divide between high 

and low forms of modernist art, arguing that the division between high and low cannot be so 

starkly defined6.      

 The continued prevalence of work focusing on the topic of modernism in relation to 

high art and literature as opposed to the art and literature of the masses demonstrates that 

modernist writers did indeed have a complex relationship with the changing nature of print 

culture during their time and that scholars are still trying to understand how that complex 

relationship worked. As the above illustrates, the changes that modernist writers were 

responding to have their geneses in large part in the nineteenth century. This study examines 

the modernist publication Wheels in light of these changes and seeks to demonstrate how this 

modernist publication drew on the tradition of aestheticism and decadence, a tradition that 

highly problematized the relationship between art and its place in society, to meet the needs 

of a modernist project under control of a female editor. The following section lays out the 

theoretical framework of aestheticism and decadence and takes into consideration the gender 

                                                
6 See Mark Morrisson The Public Face of Modernism: Little Magazines, Audiences, and 
Reception 1905-1920, Lawrence Rainey Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public 
Culture, and Robert Scholes Paradoxy of Modernism. 
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dimensions that have been addressed by scholars such as Talia Schaffer, Kathy Alexis 

Psomiades, Linda Hughes, and Elaine Showalter who argue for the addition of female 

aesthetes and decadents to the canon of fin-de-siècle writing. These concepts will provide the 

basis for the analysis of Wheels in Chapter Five which seeks to demonstrate how Edith 

Sitwell as editor of Wheels used these traditions to create an egalitarian space within her 

modernist poetry anthology in which both male and female poets could draw inspiration from 

the tradition of aestheticism and decadence. 
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3. Theoretical Approach 

Because this study examines a modernist anthology through the lens of female aestheticism, it 

is necessary to discuss aestheticism, female aestheticism, and the modernist form of the 

anthology to create a strong framework with which to conduct the analysis. This chapter 

focuses on these three aspects, first dealing with aestheticism as it is traditionally understood, 

then moving to female aestheticism, and finally considering the role of the anthology as a 

vehicle for modernist poetry.  

 There are a number of diverging opinions on the definition of aestheticism and its 

differentiation from decadence. In her book Fictions of British Decadence, Kirsten MacLeod 

draws a clear line between aestheticism and decadence, linking the latter to the Bodley Head 

press established by Elkin Mathews and John Lane in 1887 (MacLeod 6). She explains that 

while aestheticism and decadence shared a number of characteristics such as an allegiance to 

the "art for art's sake" cause, a rejection of bourgeois philistinism and utilitarianism, and a 

desire for intensity of experience, decadence came to serve when aestheticism was losing its 

elite status (MacLeod 2). Jonathan Freedman in his book Professions of Taste addresses this 

same issue, but where as MacLeod sees Oscar Wilde and Dorian Gray as an exponent of 

British decadence (MacLeod 5), Freedman argues that it is a "self-consciously 'decadent'" 

phase of the aesthetic movement (Freedman 36). This is just one example of many that 

illustrates scholars' diverging views on the delineation of these movements.  

 A common approach to dealing with the difficulty of differentiating between these 

two contested areas is to treat them simultaneously. Karen Alkalay-Gut follows this method 

in her chapter "Aesthetic and Decadent Poetry" in The Cambridge Companion to Victorian 

Poetry (Alkaylay-Gut 228); Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis Psomiades view British 

aestheticism as spanning from the second half of the nineteenth century through the early 

twentieth century encompassing both aestheticism and decadence (Schaffer and Psomiades 
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2); and Laurel Brake in her chapter "Aestheticism and Decadence" in The Oxford Critical and 

Cultural History of Modernist Magazines looks at The Yellow Book as concerned with both 

aesthetic and decadent issues (Brake 85). This study follows these examples and adopts this 

simultaneous approach, choosing to view aestheticism and decadence as two closely-related 

tendencies which are both relevant for this study due to their status as components of the 

tradition of British aestheticism. 

3.1 Dominant Male Aestheticism 

Perversity, unwholesomeness, and morbidity — these are all terms used to describe the work 

of the British aesthete and decadent poets writing during the nineteenth century (Beckson 

xxii). One can trace the origin of this type of criticism back to the reception of Algernon 

Charles Swinburne's 1866 Poems and Ballads. This work, inspired by French writers such as 

Théophile Gautier (Alkalay-Gut 229), sparked controversy for its lack of morality and led to 

many negative reviews such as that which appeared in the Saturday Review describing 

Swinburne as "the libidinous laureate of a pack of satyrs" (qtd. in Gosse 152).  

 At the heart of this criticism lies the Victorian belief consistent with Matthew Arnold's 

view that literature had a moral function in society (Alkalay-Gut 228). As Karen Alkalay-Gut 

explains, the rejection of the Arnoldian connection between art and morality is at the basis of 

what would come to be known as the aesthetic movement from the 1870s onwards (Alkalay-

Gut 229). She states, "By advancing the view that art has no obligations to anything but itself, 

poets like Swinburne could find themselves free to delve into unexplored topics, to plunge 

into their own uninhibited thoughts and feelings, and to venture into worlds liberated from 

moral censure" (Alkalay-Gut 229).  

 In general terms, aestheticism prioritized beauty in art and placed it above all other 

moral, social, religious, or political concerns (MacLeod 25). Writing in 1882, Walter 
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Hamilton in The Æsthetic Movement in England explains that the aesthete holds a superior 

position in relation to the concepts of art and beauty. He states,  

The Æsthetes are they who pride themselves upon having found out what is the 

really beautiful in nature and art, their faculties and tastes being educated up to 

the point necessary for the full appreciation of such qualities [...] the essence of 

the movement is the union of persons of cultivated tastes to define, and to 

decide upon, what is to be admired, and their followers must aspire to that 

standard in their works and lives (Hamilton vi-vii). 

In Hamilton's book, the superior aesthete is described in opposition to the outsider, the 

"Philistine" to use his term (Hamilton vii). One gets a sense from this excerpt that while the 

concept of beauty in art was central to aestheticism, the idea of a superior type of art in 

opposition to the mainstream preference was also becoming a key concern. As Kirsten 

MacLeod explains, while aestheticism was concerned on the one hand with beauty and art it 

was also concerned on the other with asserting its independence from the burgeoning 

Victorian commodity culture (MacLeod 25). 

 The contradictions inherent in the ideas behind aestheticism and its relation to 

commodity culture have been noted by scholars such as Jonathan Freedman. Freedman posits 

that while the aesthetes sought to place themselves in opposition to commodity culture they 

also "participated in as they critiqued this process" (Freedman xii). Evidence of this 

problematic and contradictory position can be found in the aesthetes' response to the 

appropriation of aestheticism by the bourgeois middle classes. 

 While aestheticism started as a movement that sought to provide a prescription for a 

superior type of art, it was eventually absorbed by the middle classes as a way for them to 

tangibly display evidence of their superior artistic sensibilities (MacLeod 26). This led in turn 

to a reaction from the intellectual aesthetes behind the movement who felt culturally 
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threatened by the influx of the middle class. By the 1880s they began to attempt to distance 

themselves from the bourgeois middle classes and what they felt was the middle classes' 

feeble adherence to proclaimed aesthetic ideals (MacLeod 26). Nevertheless, the aesthetes 

still used their role as cultural authorities, but did so by constructing themselves as 

increasingly isolated or alienated (MacLeod 26). Out of this sense of isolation and superiority 

developed an even stronger urge to shock which manifested itself in the form of decadence 

(MacLeod 26). While the above has sketched the social and cultural impetus for the 

movement of British aestheticism, in what follows specific tendencies, themes, and symbols 

of aestheticism and decadence will be discussed. 

     As Walter Hamilton explains, aestheticism was more than just a literary movement. It 

was a cultural movement which could be found in all areas of life spanning from the artistic 

realms of painting, poetry, theater, and music to home decor and fashion7. The lily, the 

peacock feather, and the sunflower are objects that serve as clear emblems of aestheticism and 

indicate the aesthete's penchant for collecting beautiful and rare objects (Hamilton 35). This 

practice of collecting can be traced to ideas like those expressed in Walter Pater's seminal 

aesthetic work Studies in the History of the Renaissance which seeks to expose truths about 

the purpose of life and beauty. In the conclusion of this work, Pater emphasizes the transience 

of life and beauty and urges the reader to seek out experience for the sake of experience itself 

(Pater 210). According to Pater, fleeting instances of passion, exotic scents and sights, and art 

have the ability to set the spirit free and one should pursue these experiences (Pater 211). He 

links the quest for beauty and sensory experience to life's purpose stating that one must "burn 

always with this hard gem-like flame" to lead a successful life (Pater 210).    

 In much early British aesthetic poetry, the idea of the separation of morality and art 

was key. British aesthete poets such as A. C. Swinburne, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and George 

                                                
7 This is discussed extensively in Walter Hamilton's chapter titled "Æsthetic Culture" in his 
book The Æsthetic Movement in England. 
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Meredith emphasized the separation of their art from morality by utilizing sexual themes 

(Alkalay-Gut 229). The poems typically address the topics of sexual desire or sensual 

pleasure and often include the figure of the female prostitute or the femme fatale (Alkalay-Gut 

230). Like in D. G. Rossetti's "Jenny" (1870), the female is typically portrayed as a weaker 

figure in subordination to the superior tastes of the male speaker. In this poem Jenny is a 

prostitute and the male speaker studies her body as if it is an aesthetic object (Alkalay-Gut 

231). As Rita Felski explains in The Gender of Modernity, "[as b]oth seller and commodity, 

the prostitute was the ultimate symbol of the commodification of eros, a disturbing example 

of the ambiguous boundaries separating economics and sexuality, the rational and irrational, 

the instrumental and the aesthetic" (Felski 19). 

 The femme fatale was also a typical figure employed by male aesthetes to convey their 

concerns about art and society. As Karen Alkalay-Gut explains the femme fatale "manifests 

the male artist's hunger for total passionate immersion in a female being who exerts greater 

power than himself, thus releasing him from subjective agency and moral responsibility" 

(Alkalay-Gut 233). While the figure could provide liberation from moral responsibility, it was 

also used to symbolize a threat. The femme fatale, the prostitute, and the actress were all 

widely used throughout aestheticism and decadence, and as art began to react to an 

increasingly urbanized and commodified environment, these figures became symbols for a 

decaying society (Felski 19). The use of these female figures has its genesis in French 

decadent literature such as Les Fleurs du Mal (1857) by Charles Baudelaire and 

Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835) by Théophile Gautier. In this type of literature, the woman is 

portrayed as the dominant figure as she exerts her sexual power over the weaker male (Ridge 

352). As Karl Beckson explains, this is a phenomenon that emerges around the mid-

nineteenth century in British writing as the destructive and fatal woman comes to prominence 

in much aesthetic and decadent work (Beckson xxvii). 
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 The transition from aestheticism to decadence was not as clearly defined in Britain as 

it was in France. It occurred rather ambiguously and more gradually in Britain around the 

1880s (Fletcher  and Bradbury 11). The reason for this gradual transition from dominant 

aesthetic themes and devices into decadent is attributed to economic and cultural reasons 

according to Kirsten MacLeod. As she explains, the decadent writers furthered the project of 

the aesthetes who had already begun to distance themselves from the bourgeois middle 

classes. MacLeod states that during this time "the cult of beauty [associated with 

aestheticism] was replaced by the cult of the beauty of ugliness and sin. Decadents interested 

themselves in the artificial, unnatural, morbid, perverse, and neurotic" (MacLeod 28). The 

decadents no longer felt compelled to perform the role of cultural authority and instead used 

their privileged position to distance themselves from the burgeoning middle classes and 

commodity culture (MacLeod 29). Rita Felski suggests that during this time of crisis 

femininity was "appropriated by the male artist as emblematic of the modern, rather than as 

standing in opposition to it" (Felski 94). Decadent writers were fascinated by the artificiality 

of the modern woman and recognized the potential of femininity to convey the instability of 

modern gender categories (Felski 95). Femininity became a symbol for asserting opposition to 

bourgeois ideals of economic and cultural progress. Felski explains that for the decadent 

writer "the feminized male offered a provocative refusal of such ideals" (Felski 95). 

 By sketching a succinct summary of aestheticism and decadence as done above, one 

can see that the tradition of aestheticism and decadence has a long history of employing the 

female body for its own means. It is remarkable that within this discussion of British 

aestheticism and decadence the artists and writers mentioned are overwhelmingly male. When 

one thinks of British aesthete and decadent figures names like A. C. Swinburne, D. G. 

Rossetti, Oscar Wilde, Walter Pater, Max Beerbohm, and Aubrey Beardsley come to mind. 

While it is true that aestheticism and decadence are movements that have long been 
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understood as comprising the work of male writers problematizing their distinct relationship 

with art, beauty, and society from a male perspective, there has also been an effort in recent 

years to add a number of female aesthetes to the canon of British aestheticism. The following 

section discusses the concept of female aestheticism and details some of the key ideas behind 

this effort. 

3.2 Female Aestheticism  

In their book Women and British Aestheticism Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis Psomiades 

argue that the addition of women to the canon of a predominantly male British aestheticism 

has implications not only for how we define aestheticism, but also for our understanding of 

the history of women's writing (2). Departing from the latter, Schaffer and Psomiades trace a 

lacuna in scholarship, stating that the focus on New Women criticism during recent decades 

has caused female aesthetes to be overlooked. Because female aesthetes did not transparently 

occupy the radical end of the political and feminist spectrum like New Woman writers did, 

their work suffers from a lack of scholarly attention (15). The nuanced approach for which 

they argue creates a concept for women that were employing an alternative style—one that fit 

neither the dominant male form of aestheticism nor the blatantly political or feminist style of 

the New Women writers—and consequently attempts to restore a missing link in the history 

of British aestheticism as well as the history of women's writing.  

 Given the general themes of aestheticism and decadence discussed in the above 

section, one can see how drawing inspiration from this source as a female writer might have 

been problematic. In her book Daughters of Decadence Elaine Showalter addresses this issue 

stating that women fin-de-siècle writers needed to "purge aestheticism and decadence of their 

misogyny and rewrite the myths of art that denigrated women" (Showalter x). While 

Showalter's book focuses on the New Women writers that subverted the misogyny of 

aestheticism and decadence in their writing, the work of Schaffer and Psomiades argues that 
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there was another group of women writers, the female aesthetes, who were undertaking the 

same task.  

 As Linda K. Hughes points out, even within the term "female aesthete" one gets a 

sense of the complexity of drawing inspiration from a source like aestheticism and decadence 

as a female writer. Hughes explains, the word "female" draws a link with the domestic and 

culturally marginalized while "aesthete" invokes the idea of cultural authority and a sense of 

superiority (Hughes, "Female Aesthete at the Helm" 173). The contradiction inherent in this 

term requires more explanation for one to better understand the concept of female 

aestheticism and the criteria by which a female writer could be identified as a female aesthete.  

 In her book The Forgotten Female Aesthetes: Literary Culture in Late-Victorian 

England, Talia Schaffer addresses these issues and attempts to give structure to the definition 

of the female aesthete. Like her male counterpart, the female aesthete could be defined by her 

love of aesthetic beauty, her association with the social circle of Oscar Wilde, and her 

penchant for condensed verse, but as Schaffer argues, since the life experience of the female 

aesthete was different from that of her male counterpart, the parameters must be widened to 

encompass more of the feminine realm that she occupied (Schaffer, The Forgotten8 4). The 

female aesthete can also be identified by her love of beauty in the form of nature and children, 

her use of epigrams or archaic language in order to veil taboo topics, or her association with 

The Yellow Book social circle or the circle around the female poet Alice Meynell (Schaffer, 

The Forgotten 4). 

 Schaffer explains that the open-endedness of her definition of the female aesthete is 

deliberate since, for her, the position of the female aesthete was fraught with paradox 

(Schaffer, The Forgotten 4). The development of self-defensive literary techniques such as 

the use of archaic language, epigrams, nostalgic fantasy, vivid descriptions, unreliable 

                                                
8 In in-text citations Talia Schaffer's book The Forgotten Female Aesthetes: Literary Culture 
in Late-Victorian England will be abbreviated to The Forgotten. 
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narrators, and the creation of imaginary realms was a result of the female aesthetes' anxieties 

about femininity and their complex feelings about changing gender roles (Schaffer, The 

Forgotten 5). In contrast the well-established category of New Women writers, the female 

aesthetes were not concerned with producing overtly political literature. The female aesthetes 

foregrounded the formal aspects of their work, emphasizing the beautiful language or 

descriptions and masking the social aspects (Schaffer, The Forgotten 14). As Schaffer 

explains, this allowed the female aesthete to claim a position in the high-culture literary 

environment and attributed an intellectual aspect to her work (Schaffer, The Forgotten 21). 

 Although they attempted to camouflage it, the female aesthetes did address taboo or 

scandalous topics. Like male aesthetes, the female aesthetes wrote about sexual desire, the 

body, repulsion, and illicit activities, but they did so by employing distinct strategies such as 

the construction of alternative subjectivities, the use of fantasy or mythological figures, 

elaborate symbolism, or the construction of fantasy landscapes (Schaffer, The Forgotten 20). 

Schaffer identifies a specific type of literature that the female aesthetes produced called 

"fantasias", in which a particular type of rhetoric is used to convey that the narrative was 

"adrift in time and space" (Schaffer, The Forgotten 50). She states,  

When women writers adopted phantasmatic diction, they found it permitted a 

new sort of gender politics. Writers situated a woman's desires in the unreal 

space of 'dream' or 'fantasy,' thereby preventing the reader from criticizing the 

character according to everyday nineteenth-century sexual norms (Schaffer, 

The Forgotten 51).  

This device is part of the female aesthetes' oblique strategy for concealing social or political 

content within their work (Schaffer, The Forgotten 5).       

 The arguments presented by Schaffer, Psomiades, and Hughes, if accepted in general 

scholarship, will have widespread effects. Most obviously, rereading the work of certain 
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female writers of the final decades of the nineteenth century through the lens of female 

aestheticism has potential to rewrite the canon on British aestheticism, but the influence could 

reach further, extending into our understanding of modernist women writers as well. To draw 

on Virginia Woolf's famous statement about thinking back through our mothers, the inclusion 

of female aesthetes to the history of women's writing sets up an ancestry of a female counter-

cultural tradition from which modernist women writers, such as Woolf, H.D., and Sitwell, can 

be seen to have elicited inspiration. Schaffer argues that the modernist impulse to 'make it 

new' arose out of a sense of anxiety about the influence of their literary predecessors 

(Schaffer, The Forgotten 247). The acknowledgement of female aesthetes as part of this 

previous generation creates a new source and consequently a new perspective for interpreting 

the work of modernists who were continuously reevaluating their relationships with their 

aesthetic ancestors (Schaffer, The Forgotten 247).    

3.3 The Anthology as a Vehicle of Modernism 

 Given that this study examines the role of Wheels in the modernist literary 

environment, it is essential to first understand the role of the modernist anthology as a type of 

publication. The analysis of Wheels in Chapter Five adopts an approach that is consistent with 

the theory of material textuality. This section begins by briefly introducing this approach 

through a discussion of some of the key components addressed in George Bornstein's 

Material Modernism. Next, it examines the role of the modernist anthology as a type of 

modernist collection by drawing on Jeremy Braddock's Collecting as Modernist Practice, and 

adds to this Aaron Jaffe's view in Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity that the modernist 

anthology worked as a promotional tool.    

 The role of modernist periodicals like the 'little magazine', including the annual 

modernist anthology, was of undisputed importance in the formation of what has come to be 

known today as modernism. The field of material textuality encourages an approach to 



Budke  

 

23 

modernist texts that privileges these types of publications. As George Bernstein argues in 

Material Modernism, reading modernist texts in their varied publication contexts can result in 

more nuanced readings and a subsequent greater understanding of the complex nature of this 

time period (1). Projects such as Brown University and the University of Tulsa's Modernist 

Journals Project support this type of approach to modernist texts by digitizing periodical 

publications and making them freely available for public use on the internet9. This material 

turn places influential works within a more specific context creating greater potential for 

readings that expose the social and political character of a work or the dialogic connections 

existing with other texts and publications, ultimately leading to a greater understanding of the 

notoriously ambiguous cultural institution, modernism. Moreover, it allows for analysis of a 

publication as a whole, rather than isolating individual pieces within a given publication.  

  In Collecting as Modernist Practice Jeremy Braddock argues that collecting can be 

viewed as a type of modernist aesthetic. He sees this modernist practice of collecting at work 

primarily in the form of the modernist anthology and the modernist art collection (3). As 

Braddock asserts, the type of literary anthology being produced at the beginning of the 

twentieth century was a different type of publication from the "historical anthology" of the 

past which he sees as retrospective and "grandly narrativizing" (3). In contrast to the 

"historical anthology" he defines this modern variety of anthology as "interventionist" 

because it could help to determine a distinctly modern type of poetry by presenting a 

heterogeneous group of texts as a whole (3). The potential for influence such a publication 

possessed is further explained by Braddock. He states that, "at a time when the cultural value 

of modernist art was acknowledged but the mode of its institutionalization, its canon, and its 

                                                
9 See The Modernist Journals Project (searchable database). Brown and Tulsa Universities, 
ongoing. http://www.modjourn.org. In addition to this project, many others exist such as The 
Blue Mountain Project, The Modernist Journals Project, and The International Dada Archive. 
The prevalence of such projects indicates the value of reading texts in their publication 
contexts and the support for this approach in current research on modernist literature.  
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relationship to society were undecided, the contest for modernism's social definition took 

place within this field of collections" (4). Although it was like the little magazine,  Braddock 

argues that the modernist anthology was a stronger cultural device because, while the little 

magazine was ephemeral in its time, the anthology was published intending to be kept like a 

book. Given this permanent quality, Braddock states that the anthology held more agency in 

"arguing for the terms and meaning of its long-term reception" (Braddock 16). This type of 

anthology, then, can be seen as a sort of hybrid form. It expresses its authority and its 

permanence by drawing on the reader's perception of the "historical anthology", but it also 

approximates itself to the modernist magazine and claims its right to participate in the 

contemporary debate by assembling new work into a specific collection and thereby making a 

statement on the definition of modernist poetry.  

 Braddock traces the origin of this new type of anthology to the 1910s when it became 

a popular genre for avant-garde movements such as futurism and imagism and which also 

coincides with what many consider to be the beginnings of modernism (16). Reevaluating 

Lawrence Rainey's idea of modernism as a retreat away from the changing public sphere10, 

Braddock sees the modernist tendency toward collection as a way of presenting art to the 

public, shaping the reception of it, and fashioning it for the future. He defines collections like 

the modernist anthology as "provisional institutions" which shaped the relationship between 

the audience and the work (3). 

  In his book Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity, Aaron Jaffe seems to push 

Braddock's view of the modernist anthology as a "provisional institution" even farther. He 

links it to the motive of publicity and describes it in the following way: 

Promising unheard of exposure, the inexpensive, polemical anthology of 

contemporary poetry quickly became one of the preferred vehicles for publicity 

                                                
10 See Lawrence Rainey's book Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites & Public Culture. 
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among modernist poets and their contemporaries. The appeal of the new anthology 

traded on its role as simulation of literary society; the names on the contents page 

stood for working relationships in an imagined bohemia. The very formal qualities of 

these anthologies embedded individual authors in propaganda about new literary 

brand names, schools, movements, generations, and periods (138). 

Implicit in both Braddock's view as well as Jaffe's is the influential role of the editor of such 

publications. If anthologies held such potential for power, the individual who collected and 

assembled the contents of the publication participated in the literary environment by using the 

anthology as a mouthpiece. As Jaffe indicates, editors had the potential to either discover  

literary figures or to overlook them (138). 
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4. Edith Sitwell: "Unpopular Electric Eel" 

The necessity of a biographical section in a study such as this one might be deemed 

superfluous on first consideration. If one takes Jayne E. Marek's words into account in her 

introduction to the section on women editors in Gender in Modernism, the argument for 

including the life experiences of female editors in particular is given more clout. Marek draws 

on the work of George Bornstein stating, "[...] the traditional 'invisibility' of editorial 

processes ought not to fool the readers into thinking that painstaking choices in texts and 

presentations are not fully 'constructed and contingent' upon the whole range of editors' 

intellectual and personal experiences" (Marek 230). In this statement, Marek demonstrates a 

relationship that one can see at work in the publication Wheels. In her early years, Edith 

Sitwell was shaped by occurrences in her personal family life that led her to turn to the arts as 

a form of escape, but also one of expression. Wheels as a whole was a project that reflected 

this on a larger scale in which Edith and the cyclists could express their discontent with 

Edwardian society.  

 Moreover, a study that considers the relationship between Edith Sitwell, the 

publication Wheels, and British aestheticism must take into consideration relevant aspects 

related to Edith Sitwell's lifestyle since British aestheticism was not only a literary movement 

but a cultural movement which extended into other areas of life as well. This is evident in 

Walter Hamilton's The Aesthetic Movement in England, where he explains that British 

Aestheticism was a cultural movement that carried over into other areas outside of the artistic 

realm including lifestyle categories like fashion, gardening, and home decor11. The following 

chapter explores Edith Sitwell's early family life and the development of her cultural persona 

to illustrate how Edith's difficult family life and the consequent outlet she discovered in art 

solidified the aesthetic ideals that would first come to fruition in the publication of Wheels. 

                                                
11 See the section titled "Aesthetic Culture" in Hamilton's The Aesthetic Movement in 
England. 
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4.1 Different from the Start 

Self-described in a 1963 interview with LIFE magazine as an "unpopular electric eel in a pool 

of catfish", Edith Sitwell, often perceived as an eccentric, succeeded in capturing the interest 

of the public for most of her life (qtd. in Green 61). The public fascination Edith seemed to 

conjure as an eccentric figure has been the cause for a number of biographies. John Pearson's 

Façades published in 1978 remains one of the seminal works on the lives of the Sitwell 

siblings. It focuses on the Sitwell trio and illustrates the difficult family circumstances that 

united the Sitwell siblings in their common social and artistic cause. More recently published 

in 2011, Richard Greene's biography titled Edith Sitwell: Avant-Garde Poet, English Genius, 

focuses predominantly on the oldest sibling, Edith. This publication adds to the established 

body of biographical research by incorporating the recently released collection of Edith 

Sitwell's letters12. The following chapter draws on these sources as well as Edith Sitwell's 

autobiography Taken Care of to explore how the personal background of the Sitwell siblings 

contributed to their dedication to the arts and the consequent creation of Wheels. All three of 

the Sitwell children suffered difficulties during their young lives, but Edith's early life in 

particular played a significant role in creating the eccentric figure she would become. She 

learned from the very beginning what it was to be an unwanted girl in a boy's world (Greene 

39).  

 Edith's story begins with that of her parents, Lady Ida Sitwell (née Denison) and Sir 

George Sitwell. Lady Ida Denison was the daughter of  the Earl of Londesborough (Pearson 

27). Her mother was a Somerset before marriage, her maternal grandmother a Beaufort, and 

her more distant maternal ancestors the Plantagenets (Pearson 26). Sir George held the title of 

baronet since the young age of two and inherited the family estate, Renishaw Hall, in 

Derbyshire, which would be one of the primary residences of the Sitwell children during their 

                                                
12 The collection, published in 1997, is titled Selected Letters of Edith Sitwell and is edited 
also by Richard Greene. 
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youth (Pearson 19). The Sitwell family's wealth originated from a number of sources, first 

agriculture, then iron-founding (Pearson 17), and finally coal in the mid-1870s when seams 

were discovered beneath the Renishaw property (Pearson 21).  

 In 1886 when Lady Ida was only seventeen years of age she married Sir George. They 

were a poorly matched couple from the start, but this fact was of little importance to Sir 

George, for he found that the attractiveness of her family's wealth and her aristocratic rank 

overshadowed any shortcomings in her personality (Pearson 26). The marriage had a rather 

unsatisfactory start as Lady Ida quickly became disillusioned with her marriage and even 

attempted to flee her marital home and return to her mother after the traumatic experience of 

the wedding night. Despite her traumatized state, Lady Ida was promptly restored to her 

husband, which worked to further foster her animosity towards him and her unhappiness in 

her new life as Lady Ida Sitwell (Pearson 29). 

 Although she was still very much a child herself, Lady Ida gave birth to her first child 

on 7 September 1887, a daughter whom they christened Edith Louisa Sitwell (Greene 7). 

From the moment she was born, Edith was resented by both her mother and father. For her 

mother, she was a symbol of a marriage she wished had never happened. The matter was less 

complicated for Sir George; Edith's existence was a disappointment because of her gender 

alone. In her autobiography, Edith says of her relationship with her parents, "I was unpopular 

with my parents from the moment of my birth, and throughout my childhood and youth. I was 

in disgrace for being a female, and worse, as I grew older it was obvious that I was not going 

to conform to my father's standard of feminine beauty" (Sitwell, TCO 26). This quote conveys 

not only Edith's sense of isolation that developed at a very young age, but also demonstrates 

how her conceptions of beauty and traditional gender roles were being shaped by her early 

family environment.   
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 These initial tensions, however, were not the only cause for Edith's hardships in her 

family life. Lady Ida, in contrast to the cool and detached demeanor Sir George conveyed, 

was a very emotionally unstable woman. She was prone to drastic expression of emotion and 

often flew into rage when displeased (Greene 7). Her unstable character was only further 

enhanced by her vices, which, in later years, culminated in the accumulation of debt, 

gambling, and over-indulging in alcohol (Greene 79).  

 For the first five years of life, Edith endured the hostile environment as an only child. 

In her autobiography she counts among her only companions during this time her nurse, 

Davis, her father's valet, Henry Moat, a peacock named 'Peaky', her cousin Veronica, and 

Mollie and Gladys Hume (Sitwell, TCO 27, 32). Although Edith gained a future ally when her 

brother Osbert was born in 1892, the resentment her parents felt for her was only brought into 

sharper focus by way of contrast. Unlike Edith, Osbert was embraced by his parents from 

birth. For his father, Osbert symbolized the continuation of his line as well as an unbreakable 

link with Lady Ida's higher-ranking aristocratic family (Pearson 31). In 1897 Sacheverell, 

commonly called 'Sachie', was born and completed the trio of Sitwell siblings. Lady Ida and 

Sir George were pleased with the birth of their second son, which led to a further 

pronouncement of their displeasure and resentment towards Edith (Pearson 38). Although 

Edith suffered the most as a result of the instability in the family home, both Osbert and 

Sacheverell would come to know the wildly unpredictable violence of Lady Ida which could 

be triggered by the smallest of circumstances as well as the cold disapproval of Sir George 

brought on by the fact that they failed to share the traditional Edwardian ideals that Sir 

George felt were appropriate for his sons (Pearson 97, 72).   

 The full extent of the mistreatment that Edith experienced at the hands of her parents 

is not known in detail, but there is no doubt that she had a difficult childhood. Edith conveys 

how she perceived herself as an outsider from the very beginning stating, "my parents were 
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strangers to me from the moment of my birth" (Sitwell, TCO 27). As time went on, they 

unceasingly found fault with Edith. During her adolescence this fault-finding expanded to 

include her unusual physical appearance, and her parents deemed that many parts of it needed 

to be reshaped. As a result, her crooked spine, crooked nose, and weak ankles were all 

subjected to corrective treatments. Edith looks back on these times and describes her 

corrective devices as her "bastille" (Sitwell, TCO 40). Although she was hesitant to drudge up 

the hurtful memories associated with this time during interviews in later life, she consistently 

describes her childhood and adolescence as a hell and states in a 1944 letter to her youngest 

brother Sacheverell that, "my nerves were completely broken, and my nervous system ruined 

for life before I was ten years old" (Sitwell 241). 

 These early years in the lives of the Sitwell siblings are a testimony to the type of 

traditional Edwardian world that their parents lived in and that they were shaping their 

children, quite literally in Edith's case, to live in. It was a world concerned with outward 

appearances and in which privilege and nobility were valued over marital or familial love. In 

response, the children, and Edith in particular, turned to other sources to find the love and 

stability that all children require (Greene 28). Edith, like her brothers, found a source of 

surrogate love and emotional stability in the servants employed by their parents, but Edith 

discovered yet another escape from her hardships in poetry (Pearson 53).   

 Of the servants that came and went in the lives of the Sitwell children, Helen 

Rootham, one of Edith's governesses, would have the most profound effect on Edith and 

would remain a part of her life from the time she took up her position in the family in 1903 

until her death in 1938 (Greene 42). As a well-educated, musical, and literary woman Helen 

encouraged the development of the same qualities in young Edith (Pearson 54). She came into 

the Sitwell children's life at a time when family tensions were steadily increasing and 

demonstrated to them how art could provide an outlet in the face of adversity. Osbert states 
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that Helen was the first to show all three of them how to regard art as "much more important 

than wars or cataclysms, or even the joys of humanity" (qtd. in Pearson 55). This was a lesson 

that would prove useful for the siblings in the years to come. 

 In addition to serving as a champion of the arts for Edith and her brothers, Helen was 

also Edith's traveling companion. The two spent much time traveling the European continent 

together from 1904 onwards (Greene 53). Experiences in Paris and Berlin from 1904 until 

1906 allowed Edith, under the nurturing guidance of Helen, to explore and develop her own 

ideas about modern art and music, and to think about her own future (Greene 53).  

 During her travels, Edith received a taste of what life could be like when liberated 

from the emotionally turbulent life in the family home. In November of 1906, however, Edith 

had to return to England to help care for a recuperating Lady Ida who suffered many health 

problems and had recently undergone a surgery (Greene 57). While Lady Ida was 

convalescing, she became obsessed with the idea that Edith should be brought out into society 

in order to find a suitable husband. Because Lady Ida was in no state physically or 

emotionally to manage the task, Lady Sitwell, Edith's grandmother, and Sir George arranged 

for Edith to stay with Adela Lane, an acquaintance of her grandmother's, for some months 

during 1907. Adela was bringing out her own daughter, Constance Lane, and agreed to do the 

same for Edith (Greene 58). 

 Her emergence into society did not go as smoothly as one would expect of a girl 

brought up in her social class (Pearson 55). Edith was very shy and at six feet tall with 

strikingly unique facial features, she was also very self-conscious about her physical 

appearance (Pearson 56). The feeling of being an outsider within her own family that Edith 

perceived as a child carried through into this environment. Pearson relates an anecdote of how 

Edith, in rebellion, purchased a long black velvet dress to wear at balls, embracing and 

accentuating her difference from all the other debutantes navigating London high society 
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(Pearson 56). Pearson compares these balls to a sort of "marriage-market" (56), and in 

refusing to adhere to the understood rules, Edith was making a strong statement not only 

about her difference but also about Edwardian social life. She was acting out against her 

parents and their traditional lifestyle, rejecting traditional beauty ideals, and also refusing to 

be aestheticized into a type of commodity for the "marriage-market".  

 Edith's rebellion in the above anecdote alludes to a rising tension within the family as 

both Edith and Osbert began diverging from the paths their parents' had envisioned for them. 

In 1905 the tension between Osbert and Sir George began to increase. Osbert was unhappy at 

Eton and this was the source of much disappointment for Sir George (Pearson 51). Osbert 

responded to his father's disappointment with a rebellious rejection of all that he thought Sir 

George represented. This included Edwardian conventions, the Eton lifestyle, and the 

mindless and inartistic upper classes which Osbert termed "The Golden Horde" (Pearson 52). 

 Osbert learned from Edith how to best use intellect and his sense of disdain against his 

parents, cultivating, like Edith, a hardened façade with which to confront their parents' 

disapproval and volatile behavior (Pearson 53). Around this time, Edith first shared her love 

of poetry with Osbert and it became a resource for the two of them to combat not only their 

parents, but also all that their parents stood for (Pearson 53). The type of poetry that Edith and 

Osbert were championing was against the anti-intellectualism, conformism, and intolerance 

that were characteristic of the social-class standing that Sir George so valued (Pearson 53). 

This turn away from the authority of their parents and towards the arts united Edith and 

Osbert, and soon Sacheverell would also be recruited to the cause (Pearson 53).     

 Meanwhile, Lady Ida's erratic behavior was slowly beginning to catch up with her. 

She had never learned to manage her money and had been overspending throughout all of her 

married life (Pearson 62). In an effort to keep her money troubles from her husband, who had 

bailed her out on previous occasions, Lady Ida enlisted the help of Julian Osgood Field, 
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whom she thought was a money-lender but later revealed himself as a blackmailer (Pearson 

64). Lady Ida had full faith in Field's ability to solve her money problems and naively trusted 

him. She signed the papers he presented to her without any questions (Greene 82). Under the 

malicious guidance of Field, Lady Ida managed to bury herself increasingly farther into 

financial debt. She could no longer hide her financial troubles from Sir George in July of 

1912 when the lenders began seeking repayment for her loans (Greene 83). From this point 

on, the financial troubles worsened, culminating in a court case that would end at the Old 

Bailey in March of 1915 (Greene 92). 

 The court case was a scandal which brought public shame down upon the Sitwell 

family and ended with Lady Ida spending three months in Holloway Prison (Greene 96). 

Despite the negative effects the Sitwell children experienced as a result of their mother's very 

public court case, the difficult situation helped to strengthen their bond with each other. In the 

words of the biographer Pearson, "[the crisis] had freed the trio from their parents and their 

parents' world and the restrictions of their class" (97).  

 Although the hardship surrounding Lady Ida's money issues worked to solidify the 

bond between the Sitwell siblings, Edith in particular had one other person on her side. Helen 

Rootham courageously stood up to Lady Ida and argued that Edith should be removed from 

the environment at Renishaw to protect her from the repercussions of the court case (Greene 

84). At twenty-four years of age, Edith was permitted to move out on her own in an attempt to 

prevent her from becoming implicated in the case (Greene 85). Edith and Helen moved 

temporarily to a boarding house in Pitt Street in Kensington and spent most of 1913 at that 

residence (Greene 85).  

 As the trial continued it became clear that returning to Renishaw was not in Edith's 

best interest (Greene 86). Edith and Helen needed a more permanent residence than the 

boarding house, and in May of 1914 they moved to Pembridge Mansions on Moscow Road, 
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Bayswater (Sitwell, TCO 79). Edith's life was now fully on a trajectory far different from that 

which would have been expected of a twenty-five-year-old woman of her class. Instead of 

focusing on achieving the accomplishments that would help her secure an advantageous 

marriage, Edith was now free from her family home and this allowed her to set out on the 

path to becoming a successful professional writer (Greene 42).   

4.2 Introduction to the London Art Scene: The Making of an Aesthete 

Edith's bringing out in 1907 seemed to coincide with another introduction, namely her 

introduction into the artistic and literary sphere. Elsie Swinton, wife of the first cousin of Sir 

George, introduced Edith to this world where she met Walter Sickert and eventually began 

attending gatherings hosted by Sickert in his home (Greene 72). For all of Edith's 

shortcomings in the social sphere of London society, she seemed to flourish in this literary 

and artistic scene, and met many artists, writers, and critics from 1907 onwards (Greene 70). 

During this time period, she made the acquaintance of such figures as Roger Quilter, Max 

Beerbohm (Greene 70), Mary Hutchinson, and Roger Fry among others (Greene 74).  

 Edith's personal relationship with literature, however, began long before her first 

encounter with the London art scene. From about the age of thirteen, Edith had been quietly 

using poetry as a form of escape from the overbearing will of her parents who were 

preoccupied with attempting to mold Edith to their ideals (Pearson 53). Although her school 

curriculum would have included a certain amount of literature, Edith began seeking out 

literature herself and developing a critical opinion about the work she read. She states, "[...] I 

knew the whole of Pope's Rape of the Lock—the only poem of genius to be found at Wood 

End—before I was thirteen (having learned it secretly at night when my governess was at 

dinner—sitting up in bed, bending over it, poring over it)" (Sitwell, TCO 43). Helen 

Rootham, a great admirer of French writers such as Verlaine, Baudelaire, and Rimbaud, 

influenced Edith to take an interest in French symbolist poetry (Pearson 54). Edith, in turn, 
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developed a particular love for Algernon Charles Swinburne's poetry that would become 

central to her poetic ideals and her own eventual poetic voice (Greene 67). 

 While Edith was staying with the Lanes and making her societal debut she certainly 

made an impression among her peers for being literary and artistic. Constance Lane describes 

these tendencies of Edith's and hints at her developing sense of cultural elitism stating, 

We were serious pleasure seekers, Edith and I, Edith reading poetry, Swinburne, 

Verlaine and Baudelaire, and practising Brahms, and I going to art school in Chelsea . 

. . Sometimes one of our relations gave a party to which we went, Edith dressed in 

white brocade with golden lily woven in it. She generally looked aloof and amused. It 

might be a musical party at which the fellow guests were not as serious about music as 

we could have wished—'Philistines,' Edith called them; I suppose they were (qtd. in 

Greene 60). 

Constance Lane's statement confirms that Edith was developing ideas about the relationship 

between art and its function in society. Walter Hamilton draws a clear link between views like 

Edith's and the movement of British aestheticism, stating in 1882 in The Æsthetic Movement 

in England,  

 [...] the Æsthetes are they who pride themselves on having found out what is 

really beautiful in nature and art, their faculties and tastes being educated up to the 

point necessary for the full appreciation of such qualities; whilst those who do not see 

the true and the beautiful—the outsiders in fact—are termed Philistines (Hamilton vi-

vii). 

This is a view that both Edith and Osbert were beginning to cultivate during this time period. 

They were turning to art as a refuge from the inadequacies they found in their family and their 

society and reveling in the beauty they found in that art (Pearson 104).  
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 By 1911, there is evidence that Edith had begun taking art a great deal more seriously. 

Edith's notes on Roger Fry's 1911 exhibition, Manet and the Post-Impressionists, demonstrate 

that she was engaging with the ideas behind modern art during that time period (Greene 75). 

As noted by Constance Lane, her notes from this time period also convey that she was reading 

the literary criticism of Arthur Symons, as well as poetry by many other symbolist poets 

including Baudelaire (Greene 76). Through reading such work, Edith began to see a particular 

connection between music and literature that would be crucial in developing the musical 

quality of her own later work (Greene 75). Additionally, in the concept of symbolist poetry 

she found principles that resonated with her personal experience. Like her own perception of 

herself as an outsider within her family as a result of her gender, her atypical appearance, and 

her artistic sensibilities, the symbolist poet felt himself an anomaly within normal society as a 

result of some essential intellectual or spiritual difference (Greene 76).  

 Edith's earliest known poem is dated 16 June 1912, which seems to indicate that she 

gathered the nerve to write her own poetry after her immersion in the work of the symbolist 

poets. She shared this poem, titled in its final form as "Serenade"13, in January of 1913 with 

Joan Wake, another female figure who would prove to be influential in Edith's life (Greene 

77). Joan Wake was a historical researcher and an eccentric older cousin of Edith's on her 

father's side of the family. She was impressed with Edith's knowledge of poetry and, upon 

hearing Edith's first attempt at "Serenade", encouraged her to continue pursuing her talent 

(Greene 77).  

 Edith followed Joan Wake's advice and before long she obtained her first publication. 

On 13 March 1913, the poem titled "Drowned Suns" was published in the Daily Mirror. She 

would go on to publish ten more poems in the Daily Mirror between 1913 and 1915 (Greene 

99). Throughout this time period she corresponded with Joan Wake and relied on her advice 

                                                
13 "Serenade" was published in Edith Sitwell's Collected Poems in 1957 (Greene 77). 
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while continuing to nurture her talent (Greene 99). Her move to Pembridge Mansions in the 

summer of 1914 allowed her the freedom to pursue her poetry with more focus, and on 14 

October 1915 her first book titled The Mother and Other Poems was published by Blackwell 

(Greene 103). This initial publication was followed up by a collaboration with her brother, 

Osbert, titled Twentieth Century Harlequinade and Other Poems published in June of 1916 

(Greene 109).  

4.3 The Creation of Wheels 

1916 was a particularly important year for Edith. During this time she was expanding her 

connections within the London literary sphere and was becoming more well-known in the 

artistic and literary scene centered around the Café Royal and the Eiffel Tower restaurant 

(Greene 111). Additionally, Osbert spent much time at the latter and brought Edith into 

contact with figures such as Nancy Cunard and Iris Tree (Pearson 106). Edith took her cue 

from Walter Sickert's home gatherings and began hosting her own literary evenings on 

Saturday nights in the Pembridge Mansions apartment (Greene 112). By orchestrating these 

gatherings Edith placed herself at the center of a literary circle which would eventually come 

to include figures such as William Butler Yeats, T.S. Eliot, Siegfried Sassoon, Virginia 

Woolf, Aldous Huxley, Robert Graves, and Arnold Bennett (Greene 113).   

 As Edith's social and literary connections grew, so did her desire to achieve success as 

a poet (Pearson 104). Although Edith had published a number of poems in the Daily Mirror, 

she was looking for opportunities to achieve greater literary success. One such opportunity 

arose out of Osbert and Edith's growing social circle at the Eiffel Tower restaurant (Hanna 

491). The group, whose general outlook was in line with Osbert and Edith's admiration for the 

arts and the opposition of what Osbert deemed "the golden horde" (Pearson 106), came up 

with the idea of producing and anthology of poems (Hanna 491). It was thus a natural impulse 

for the group, when developing the plan for a literary publication that would represent their 
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values, to identify and attack the publication they recognized as representing all that they 

were against. The publication they set in their sights was Edward Marsh's Georgian Poetry 

(Pearson 106).  

 There is some uncertainty regarding the facts of the actual establishment of the 

anthology and specifically as to the editorship of the first cycle. Susan Hanna relates the artist 

Nina Hamnett's version crediting Nancy Cunard with the position (491), however the 

biographer John Pearson states that it was Edith who seized the opportunity and presented the 

idea to her publisher, Blackwell, who then accepted the proposal with Edith as editor (106). In 

any case, by the end of 1916, the first cycle of Wheels was to be found on the shelves of 

bookshops and would come to be strongly associated with Edith Sitwell, who actively edited 

the subsequent cycles (Pearson 106). 
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5. Wheels: A Two-fold Analysis 

Despite the fact that within the pages of Wheels many poems by important early-twentieth-

century writers such as Edith Sitwell, Osbert Sitwell, Aldous Huxley, Wilfred Owen, and Iris 

Tree were published, little scholarship exists on the publication as a whole. When Wheels 

receives scholarly attention it is usually perceived as a reactionary publication in relation to 

Edward Marsh's Georgian Poetry (Ross 193).  

 The poetry published within Wheels has often been written off as amateurish in 

comparison to the later work of its 'cyclists'. Chapter Five of this study seeks to reassess the 

value of the work within Wheels by incorporating the changes implicated by the inclusion of 

female aestheticism to the history of women's writing. The analysis engages with key works 

on modernist writing to explore the relationship between modernism, modernist women's 

poetry, and Edith Sitwell as a female editor and poet. It considers Andreas Huyssen's idea of 

mass culture as woman and explores the implications this has in work by modernist female 

writers continuing in the tradition of female aestheticism. These factors are considered in 

relation to the anthology as a medium of publication by drawing on the work of Jeremy 

Braddock and Aaron Jaffe to consider the changing role of this format in the early twentieth 

century. As a result, this study seeks to discover how Sitwell used this form together with the 

tradition of aestheticism and decadence to combat not just Georgian Poetry, but also the 

social, political, and cultural ideology that that publication represented.  

 Section 5.1 focuses on the individual poems within Wheels and reads them through the 

lens of female aestheticism. It draws on key works by scholars in the area of female 

aestheticism that attempt to add a number of female fin-de-siècle writers to the canon of 

British aestheticism such as works by Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis Psomiades, Linda 

Hughes, and Elaine Showalter, to demonstrate how similar aesthetic traits can be identified 
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within the poetry of Wheels. These analyses seek to contribute to the existing research on 

Wheels as well as the research on the authors of these poems. 

 Section 5.2 explores the nature of the medium of the anthology in the modernist 

context and demonstrates how Wheels operated under the editorship of Edith Sitwell in a 

distinctly inclusive way. By drawing on the framework of female aestheticism, the study 

demonstrates how Sitwell can be viewed as a continuator of an already-existing female 

literary tradition, ultimately exposing how she was the driving force behind a publication 

which 'made-new' (in the sense of Ezra Pound's imperative) the themes of British 

aestheticism, carrying on a technique that female aesthetes were already quietly employing 

throughout the nineteenth and up into the twentieth century. The subsections of section 5.2 

build on the analyses conducted in section 5.1 to explore how both the female cyclists and the 

male cyclists drew inspiration from the tradition of aestheticism and decadence. It argues that 

Sitwell, as editor of this publication, continues the tradition of female aestheticism within the 

pages of Wheels and uses it specifically to create a literary space of gender equality and to 

combat a more violent and misogynistic modernist rhetoric. 

5.1 Rereading Female Cyclists' Poems through the Lens of Female Aestheticism 

In her book Baudelaire and the English Tradition Patricia Clements demonstrates the strong 

influence of Baudelaire and French decadent poetry on the contributors to Wheels (Clements 

244). She locates this influence in the poetry of the cyclists Edith Sitwell, Osbert Sitwell, 

Nancy Cunard, and Iris Tree, elucidating how the cyclists drew on the Baudelairian tradition 

to mount their attack on the complacency of Edwardian society and the Georgian Poetry 

camp (Clements 247).  

 Clements' book sheds light on many insightful links between Baudelaire and the work 

of the poets in Wheels, but it does seem to play down the influence of British aestheticism on 

the cyclists, eliminating the potential for a reading that demonstrates the potential influence of 
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female aesthetes such as Christina Rossetti. Moreover, Clements' analysis adopts a non-

gendered approach and groups the cyclists of Wheels together as a whole which obstructs a 

feminist reading in relation to the use of the decadent tradition.   

 While Clements' book has served as a valuable source of information for this study, it 

fails to consider the complicated relationship that female modernist writers had with their 

aesthetic and decadent forebears. Elaine Showalter's book Daughters of Decadence: Women 

writers of the Fin-de-Siècle shows how this relationship is potentially problematic by 

demonstrating the underlying complexities present in the work of decadent writers like Wilde, 

Huysmans, and Baudelaire. Showalter states, "Decadent artists like Huysmans and Baudelaire 

were notoriously contemptuous of women [...] In decadent writing, women are seen as bound 

to Nature and the material world because they are more physical than men, more body than 

spirit. They appear as objects of value only when they are aestheticised as corpses or 

phallicised as femme fatales" (x). Rita Felski offers a similar line of analysis by demonstrating 

how the decadent tendency to adopt feminine characteristics is actually an "aesthetic of 

parody" which reinforces the gender hierarchy (92). One can see then how drawing 

inspiration from a source like aestheticism and decadence would have been problematic for 

fin-de-siècle women writers. Before they could do so, Showalter argues that they needed to 

"purge aestheticism and decadence of their misogyny" (x). To go forward in this tradition, 

women writers needed to rescue their own sexuality from the appropriation of male decadents 

and to reshape it to reflect female desire as a "creative force in imagination as well as in 

biological reproduction" (Showalter xi).  

 Showalter locates this progressive type of writing in the work of the New Women, but 

the work of scholars such as Talia Schaffer, Kathy Alexis Psomiades, and Linda Hughes 

attempts to demonstrate how the female aesthete also participated in reclaiming these styles. 

Talia Schaffer's book The Forgotten Female Aesthete emphasizes how both New Women 
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writers who wrote in a more explicitly political style and the female aesthetes who adopted a 

more implicit approach attempted to work around the misogynistic limitations of aestheticism 

and decadence (25). The relationship between female writers and decadence is particularly 

problematic for Schaffer who defines it as a reaction by elite male writers against popular 

women writers (The Forgotten 6). The sense of threat came from the increasing success 

achieved by female writers in the literary market. The decay of decadence as portrayed by this 

elite male group represents the decay of the literary ideals caused by the infiltration of female 

writers (Schaffer, The Forgotten 6).  

 The preoccupation with the perception of a rising female authorship remains relevant 

into the time period of modernism and is entwined with the modernist issue of mass culture. 

In After the Great Divide Andreas Huyssen demonstrates the continuation of these issues 

stating that, "Modernism constituted itself through a conscious strategy of exclusion, an 

anxiety of contamination by its other: an increasingly consuming and engulfing mass culture" 

(vii). Huyssen argues that the threat of the other, what he deems mass culture, was often 

represented as a woman in art and literature and that this gendering was often contrasted with 

a dominant male counterpart (50). The relationship between mass culture, gender, and 

modernism addressed by Huyssen has remained an important issue for modernist scholars. In 

recent years scholars such as Lawrence Rainey, Sean Latham, and Aaron Jaffe have explored 

the relationship further by examining the modernist responses to commodification and 

relating these responses to the promotional motivation of many modernist writers14. 

 The above illustrates the complex relationship between gender, modernity, and the 

question of the place of art in an increasingly-commodified society as it has been approached 

by a number of scholars. These topics hold much relevance in relation to Wheels which 

                                                
14 See Aaron Jaffe's Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity, Sean Latham's Am I a Snob? 
Modernism and the Novel, and Lawrence Rainey's Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites 
& Public Culture.  
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explored many of these issues. The following section attempts to reconcile the relationship 

that the female Wheels poets had with their aesthetic and decadent sources of inspiration by 

drawing on the framework of female aestheticism. Rereading the work of the female poets in 

Wheels through the lens of female aestheticism opens up the publication to innovative 

analysis, ultimately demonstrating how these female poets drew on the tradition of 

aestheticism and decadence, but did so in a distinct way. Like their fin-de-siècle forebears, 

they too had to maneuver the misogynistic rhetoric of aestheticism, decadence, and in their 

case modernism for their own modernist aims.  

  A fitting place to start with the analysis of the poems is with the work of poet Nancy 

Cunard. Her poem "Wheels", which appeared as the first poem in the first cycle, lends its 

name to the publication (Wheels 1:9). Although the first cycle was the only cycle in which her 

poems appeared, there is significant influence of aestheticism and decadence to be found 

there. Her contribution consists of the opening poem, "Wheels", five sonnets, and a final 

eight-line poem titled "From the Train". 

 "Wheels" sets the scene for the rest of the cycle by introducing many of the circus-

related images that would appear throughout. It is a poem consisting of thirty unrhymed lines, 

reminiscent of Baudelaire's prose poem style15. As evident from the first four lines of the 

poem, Cunard creates a metaphor comparing the thoughts of the cyclists to wheels. 

I sometimes think that all our thoughts are wheels 

Rolling forever through the painted world,  

Moved by the cunning of a thousand clowns (1-3). 

The poem creates the image of an ominous performance by the masked clowns who are 

dressed as "Love, Joy and Sin" and two that are dressed as "Fate" and "Death" (8-9). They 

perform in "solemn stage-learnt ecstasy" while the people watch (10-15). In this opening 

                                                
15 See Charles Baudelaire's Poems in Prose (translated by Arthur Symons) for comparison. 



Budke  

 

44 

portion of the poem, an implicit criticism can be read if one considers the clowns as literary 

agents and the people as what Edith Sitwell has referred to as "Philistines" (qtd. in Greene 

60). The poets producing the type of poetry that Wheels is combatting are bereft of true 

emotion, and can merely pretend, utilizing the tricks they have learned from the stage that is 

the increasingly commodified publishing environment. In the first nineteen lines of the poem 

with the mention of the cunning clowns who manipulate thoughts while the people stare, one 

gets a hint of the modernist concern with the masses and the way in which literature was used 

to attempt to control those masses (Williams 73). It is important to note, though, that the 

threat is gender neutral here, contrasting with Baudelaire's image of the crowd as "other" 

(Poggi 160) and Huyssen's assertion that the threat of this "other" is often portrayed as female 

(52). 

 In line twenty, the speaker switches from the first person singular that opened the 

poem to the first person plural when she16 says "Now in the scented gardens of the night, / 

Where we are scattered like a pack of cards", establishing the nighttime atmosphere that will 

carry through into many poems within the cycle (20-21). The following lines of Cunard's 

poem carry on the metaphor of the wheel. The words of the speaker and her fellow poets are 

"turned to spokes" to roll their thoughts around the world, and so the mechanism of Wheels is 

activated, setting the reader forth on his or her experience with cycle one (22-23).  

 In reading this poem through the lens of female aestheticism, special attention should 

be given to the mention of the "scented garden". As Alison Victoria Matthews points out, a 

garden is a highly aestheticized space: "A garden is a representation of nature revised by 

culture, a site where an aestheticized nature is already in place" (Matthews 162). The creation 

of the garden also aligns with Talia Schaffer's assertion that the female aesthete often created 

                                                
16 For stylistic reasons in cases where the gender of the speaker of the poem is not evident, I 
have chosen to refer to the speaker of the poem with the pronouns that correspond to the sex 
of the poet. 
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other spaces for female identity (Schaffer, The Forgotten 49). She goes on to state that, "This 

"fantasy" rhetoric can merge into the genre of the nightmarish Gothic, where magical events, 

unconscious desires, and imaginary sites are all key elements in constructing a female 

subjectivity" (Schaffer, The Forgotten 50). The scented garden that Cunard creates and places 

the cyclists in offers an alternative realm where the poets are on equal ground, corroborating 

Schaffer's argument that this type of fantasy and dreamlike rhetoric allowed for a new sort of 

gender politics (Schaffer, The Forgotten 51). This is further evident in line twenty-one where 

the poets are said to be scattered indiscriminately "like a pack of cards" within the scented 

garden, breaking down any type of hierarchy that could have existed. This effectively sets the 

tone for the first cycle, which comprises many poems that possess a dream-like quality, and 

which creates a space where a new type of gender politics is at play where both male and 

female poets draw on the aesthetic and decadent tradition to cohesively combat Georgian 

Poetry and all it represented for the cyclists. 

 The theme of the crowd is further explored in Cunard's sonnet "Destruction" (Wheels 

1:32). It seems, at first, to be much more in line with Huyssen's assertion that the crowd 

embodies negative female characteristics like exaggerated emotions and going to extremes 

(52). The first quatrain states, 

I saw the people climbing up the street 

Maddened with war and strength and thought to kill. 

And after followed Death, who held with skill 

His torn rags, royally, and stamped his feet. (1-4) 

Here death poses the threat, terrorizing the people like a typical gothic villain. The people, 

however, are "maddened with war and strength", emotions associated with soldiers involved 

in combat, who, at the time, would have been solely male. The second quatrain describes how 

the "mad crowds ran madly up and down", evoking a sense of hysterics as they "hid in 
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unfound places / In the black ruins of the frenzied night" (9-10). The final couplet of the 

stanza reverses the terror and madness depicted in the first three quatrains stating, "But in the 

morning, men began again / To mock Death—laughing at their bitter pain", clearly gendering 

the crowds as male (13-14). The threat of the crowd corresponds to a different referent than 

the female referent that Huyssen refers to. In Cunard's poem, the threat is clearly gendered 

male represented both by the personified "Death" connoted by the capitalization of the letter 

"D" and the dominant male figure who quickly forgets the horrors that "Death" brings. These 

two forces together, the mocking dominant men and the personified "Death" can be 

interpreted as representing the negative totality of war; both cause and effect.  

 This type of referent shares many similarities with those dominant male figures who 

were the controlling force behind Georgian Poetry and who adopted a careful marketing 

strategy to sell their poetry collections and to sway the public's response to the war. As Jaffe 

demonstrates, such a maneuver took place with the strategic publication of Churchill's 

obituary for Rupert Brooke, which appeared in The Times on 26 April 1915, and the 

subsequent publication of Brooke's poem sequence "The Soldier" in 1914 and Other Poems 

and thereafter in the November 1915 issue of Georgian Poetry (Jaffe 148). The strategy 

implemented by Marsh and Churchill encouraged a specific positive interpretation of both 

Brooke's poem sequence and the war effort in general (Jaffe 146). The aim of this deliberate 

correlation demonstrates how the forces behind Georgian Poetry together with military 

leaders were working to erase the horrors of death from the minds of the public by promoting 

a specific type of war poetry. This bears a striking resemblance to the mocking men in the 

final couplet of Cunard's sonnet who manipulate the experience of death to fit their 'living' 

needs. The reversal of the decadent theme of the crowd in this sonnet demonstrates how 

Cunard was employing a decadent theme to criticize the actions of a dominant male group. 
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 Cunard's final poem titled "From the Train" conveys the speaker's disillusionment 

with bourgeois industrialism, a characteristic of much aesthetic and decadent work (MacLeod 

2). Moreover, the poem exudes a sense of ennui or "world-weariness", typical of decadent 

poetry, which the poet tried to counteract by seeking out intense sensory experiences 

(MacLeod 1). The poem begins by listing different images seen by the passenger on the train, 

"Smoke-stacks, coal-stacks, hay-stacks, slack" (1). The repetition of the hard 'k' sounds and 

the sibilant 's' sounds create a rhythm that mimics the chug of the train and emphasizes the 

monotony of the industrial images. Line two states this explicitly describing the images as 

"Colourless, scentless, pointless, dull", conveying further the decadent sense of ennui and the 

consequent desire for an experience that is contrastingly vibrant, fragrant, significant, and 

interesting. The second quatrain continues by listing modes of transportation, merchandise, 

and passengers, alluding to transatlantic commerce (5-7). The eighth and final line of the 

poem asks, "What can these ever mean to me", leaving the question explicitly unanswered.   

 Because this poem comes after a secession of five sonnets by Cunard, the reader is 

inclined to interpret the poem as an unfinished sonnet further exemplifying the sense of ennui 

the speaker feels, insinuating that she felt so weary that she did not complete the sonnet. The 

implicit answer to the question in the final line is the missing conclusion to the sonnet and the 

literal "nothing" that exists in that space. Here again, Cunard adapts a traditionally male 

decadent theme to express disillusionment with bourgeois industrialism. 

 In the pages of Wheels some of Edith Sitwell's earliest poems appear. Many of the 

poems rely heavily on the juxtaposition of night and day, dreamlike atmosphere, and sensory 

experience. The title of the second poem appearing in cycle one, "Gaiety", foreshadows a 

later statement made by Sitwell explaining that a number of her poems contain "a sadness 

marked by gaiety" (Sitwell, "Some Notes on my Own Poetry" xvii). She goes on to say that 

many of her poems were dismissed as "butterflies" because they seemed to contain nothing 
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beyond a pleasing façade. Sonja Samberger links Sitwell's words on her own poetry to her 

statement on women's poetry as a whole and its purpose of "embellishing" (qtd. in Samberger 

109). As Samberger states, "Sitwell's poems can indeed be seen as beautiful "butterflies" that 

show bright moments in a modern world that is not just gaiety, and in addition, the butterfly 

metaphor suggests an emphasis of superficiality as opposed to the discovery of profound 

meaning" (109).  

 Sitwell's view on the nature of women's poetry and her own "butterflies" resonate 

strongly with the method of the female aesthete. In these statements, one sees Sitwell 

grappling with the same type of paradoxes that the female aesthete struggled with. Schaffer 

states,  

The female aesthetes were constantly trying to reconcile competing notions of 

identity—being female yet being aesthetic [...] the female aesthetes' anxiety 

about their own femininity led them to develop self-defensive literary 

techniques designed to baffle the intrusively curious reader (Schaffer, The 

Forgotten 5). 

The female writer of the late nineteenth century was drawn to aestheticism because of the 

elaborate and beautiful language that allowed her to disguise a more complex underlying 

meaning (Schaffer, The Forgotten 5). Sitwell does the same in her poetry that masquerades as 

a beautiful "butterfly" by enclosing a much more complex message within.  

 "Gaiety" is composed of nineteen stanzas of two lines each (Wheels 1:38). It begins 

with the imperatives "Blow out the candles. / Let the dance begin", but the candles resist 

being extinguished and "weep and pry like living things" (1-3). Their weeping and prying is 

described as dancing, but this dance is not one of gaiety as the title would suggest. The setting 

is sinister and depressing, described as "More vast and black than endless sleep" (5). 
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 True emotions and the personality of each individual are hidden behind "a crumpled 

paper mask", forcing the impression of a "smile of grace", an ideal feminine attribute (9-10). 

The mention of masks echoes Cunard's masked clowns in the poem "Wheels", but here the 

masks are "coloured like the August moon / Or white, as sands that swoon" corresponding to 

the pale-skinned traditional ideals of feminine beauty (13-14). Even the sorrow of the masked 

figures has been aestheticized into a beautiful sensory experience. Their eyelids have been 

"gilded, so the bitter tears / Make music for men's ears" (11-12). The use of the word "gilded" 

suggests that the female body has been artistically modified for the purpose of male pleasure. 

Considering this poem through the lens of female aestheticism allows one to see how Sitwell 

makes use of the synesthetic description of tears creating music to obliquely criticize the 

manipulation of or appropriation of the female body for aesthetic means. The speaker equates 

herself and her companions to candles when she states, "Thin pointed rags and tags edge our 

attire. . . . / Bright plumes? . . . . or tongues of fire" (17-18). The lack of question mark at the 

end of "or tongues of fire" suggests that it is to be read as an affirmative statement rather than 

a possible alternative.  

 The image of the dancing candle is further combined with the masked figures in the 

sixteenth stanza when "Each maskèd dancer is both piercèd Heart / And Dream, its poniard" 

(31-32). The use of the word "poniard" stands out as an archaism17, which the female 

aesthetes typically employed to disguise the true critical content of their work (Schaffer, The 

Forgotten 16). Alternatively, the use of "poniard" could be a borrowing of the French word 

which was a practice adopted by many English decadent writers (Fletcher and Bradbury 12). 

Sitwell creates a link between the poniard, a small dagger, and the dreams of the masked 

dancers, implying that the dancers use dreams to wound or criticize. Taken into consideration 

in the wider context of Wheels, one can see how Sitwell is alluding to the dreamlike quality of 

                                                
17 See the definition for "poniard" in the Oxford English Dictionary which details the 
historicity of its use. 
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many of the poems and their ability to function as social criticism. The final stanza of the 

poem further asserts the personification of the candles and the alter-reality being created 

within the publication stating, "The candles, living things to dance and pry. / Out! hard 

reality!" (37-38).   

 In "Gaiety" it is apparent that Sitwell adopts the techniques of the female aesthete by 

projecting gender issues onto objects like candles and creating a swirling dreamlike 

atmosphere overwhelmed by sensory experience. The critique of the aestheticization of the 

female body is present but subtle because the emphasis on the creation of the imaginary 

sensory-rich world is great. Additionally, the hidden message within the poem can be read as 

referring to the nature of the Wheels anthology as a whole and its use of the dreamlike setting 

to convey social criticism about the early twentieth century social, cultural, and political 

environment including the First World War.  

 Sitwell's poem "Thaïs in Heaven" deals more explicitly with traditional aesthetic and 

decadent themes (Wheels 1:40). The title alludes to a mythic figure, typically portrayed as an 

actress or courtesan, that has long served as a source of inspiration for writers and playwrights 

beginning in antiquity (Re 133). One of the likely influences for this poem is the well-known 

novel Thaïs by Anatole France published in 1890, which served as a source of inspiration for 

other aesthetes such as Oscar Wilde (Re 133). In France's novel, the actress and courtesan 

Thaïs lives in the decadent setting of ancient Alexandria. Before her death she repents her 

sinful lifestyle as courtesan and ultimately becomes a saint (Re 133). The figure of the actress 

or courtesan in fin-de-siècle writing held certain connotations which explored the relationship 

between an increasingly commodified society and the debasement of literary standards. As 

Rita Felski explains, the prostitute was an ideal symbol to represent both the seller and the 

commodity and conveyed the sinister nature of female sexuality by linking it to filth, decay, 
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and the modern city (19). The actress was a similar figure who aestheticized her body for the 

pleasure of the public by use of cosmetics and artifice (Felski 19).   

 Sitwell's poem draws on the figure Thaïs but imagines her existing in a celestial space 

after death. Through the use of this figure, the speaker of the poem explores many of her own 

uncertainties about morality and religion. The poem is composed in total of six stanzas, the 

first and last stanzas are couplets enclosing four quatrains. The speaker directs her opening 

statement "When you lay dying fast, you said: / And, weeping, were not comforted" to Thaïs 

(1-2). She continues and quotes Thaïs' words on her deathbed in the following quatrain, 

'Look through this paper world! I see 

The lights of Heaven burn like gold 

The other side; and Souls are sold 

For these, yet only flesh, sold we!' (3-6). 

The reference to the "paper world" calls up the image of the paper masks from "Gaeity" and 

consequently suggests a false sense of reality. Additionally, considering the connection with 

France's book, this line could also refer to the paper world created within books, or in this 

case, poems. Thaïs urges the speaker to look through that two-dimensional paper world to the 

"other side" (5). She refers to "the lights of Heaven" for which "Souls are sold" and 

juxtaposes her own act of selling her flesh, suggesting that selling one's soul for religion is 

worse than selling one's body (5).  

 In stanza three, the speaker says to Thaïs, 

And then you died and went to bliss.— 

I'm curious now to know if love 

Is really heaven—where you rove.— 

Your kind of love . . . or mine, Thaïs? (7-10). 
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The speaker conveys to the reader her sense of doubt over the existence of heaven, 

questioning whether "love / Is really heaven" and if Thaïs is indeed in that space (9). Then she 

asks, "Your kind of love . . . or mine, Thaïs?" creating a sense of confusion between love, 

heaven, and the type of "love" associated with the figure of the prostitute (10). In stanza four 

the speaker continues her sequence of questions asking, 

And is there still the clinging mud? 

I think it drowned your soul like wine. 

And do the stars like street-lamps shine 

Gilding the gutters where you stood (11-14). 

These lines play on the stereotypical decadent figure of the prostitute, questioning whether 

her earthly environment is similar to her environment in heaven. The "clinging mud" alludes 

to the filth of the city as well as what was considered to be the filthy nature of female 

sexuality. She asks, "do the stars like street-lamps shine / Gilding the gutters where you 

stood" bringing together the paradoxical image of Thaïs standing under the street lamps of 

heaven in the filthy gutter. The lights serve to light up her face "where / Thin powder like a 

trail of dust, / Shows the mortality of lust", again alluding to cosmetics and working with 

stereotypes associated with the prostitute or actress (15-17). The final couplet of the poem 

states, "Your body had become your soul. . . . / Thaïs,—do spirits crumble whole?", bringing 

back together the seller and the commodity by unifying her body and soul and questioning her 

state of decay (19-20). 

 The poem as a whole undercuts religious mores by placing Thaïs in heaven while still 

attributing to her the characteristics of her earthly sins. This is evident by the mention of 

"clinging mud" and the "thin powder" which she imagines Thaïs to still be in possession of in 

heaven (11-16). Because the imagined Thaïs urges the reader to "look through this paper 

world", the reader is liberated from the confines of aestheticism and decadence and is able to 
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see Thaïs as more than a symbol for the commodification of society or societal decay. Sitwell 

reunites her body and soul and reverses the symbolic use of her body by questioning if her 

spirit perhaps "crumbles whole", implying that perhaps it does not crumble at all but remains 

intact (19-21).  

 Sitwell's "The Mother" is a longer poem than the poems discussed thus far (Wheels 

1:47). It is composed of two parts. The first part consists of eleven quatrains, and the second 

consists of nine quatrains. It was first published in Sitwell's 1915 poetry collection The 

Mother and has been noted for its sinister Gothic quality (Cotsell, Wheels). Like "Thaïs in 

Heaven" this poem draws on a common decadent theme, but deviates from the standard 

negative stereotypes attributed to the female. The sinister aspect is apparent already in the 

first stanza, 

Our dreams create the babes we bear; 

Our beauty goes to make them fair. 

We give them all we have of good, 

Our blood to drink, our hearts for food (1-4). 

The first three lines seem to be depicting an ideal mother-child relationship. The words 

"dreams", "beauty", "fair", and "good" all add to the normal conception of this type of 

relationship (1-3). The stanza seems to be consistently composed of rhyming couplets until 

one reaches the fourth line where the eye rhyme found in the words "good" and "food" hints 

that something is amiss. Line four evokes the image of the child as a type of vampire, 

drinking the blood of the mother and eating her heart.  

 The following three stanzas which are found on the same page continue the first ideal 

image of the mother-child relationship. In stanza five the speaker's son is grown and the ideal 

relationship is reversed, 

He grew to manhood. Then one came 
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False-hearted as Hell's blackest shame, 

To steal my child from me, and thrust 

The soul I loved down to the dust (17-20).    

The next stanza details the source of the threat, 

Her hungry, wicked lips were red 

As that dark blood my son's hand shed; 

Her eyes were black as Hell's own night, 

Her ice-cold breast was winter-white (21-24). 

In this stanza, the threat is gendered female and corresponds with the decadent figure of the 

femme-fatale or vampire. George Ross Ridge explains how decadent writers like Baudelaire 

in his Les Fleurs du Mal typically used this image stating, "Man is a weak decadent 

consumed by modern woman, a vampire or femme fatale. Their love is a passionate death-

struggle in which the active female destroys the passive male" (352). The above stanza 

certainly seems to indicate this type of situation, but it is important to note that Sitwell's poem 

invokes three players instead of two, namely the mother, the son, and the femme-fatale. 

 In stanza seven, the vampire's "fangèd, wanton kiss" is bought by the son through the 

act of murdering his mother (25-28). This stanza makes the son complicit in the act of 

violence, and attributes more agency to him than the typical weak decadent man preyed on by 

the dominant vampire in the poetry of French decadence. Stanza eleven carries on this 

threatening depiction of the son when the mother states, "The wicked knife flashed serpent-

wise.— / Yet I saw nothing but his eyes" (41-42). The rhyme between "serpent-wise" and 

"eyes" encourages the reader to relate the son to a serpent, a typical literary symbol for evil. 

This is further expressed in stanza seven of part two in which the worms buried in the ground 

with the mother state, 

They [the worms] chuckling said: 'Your soul grown blind  
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With anguish, is the shrieking Wind  

That blows the flame that never dies 

About his empty, lidless eyes.' (69-72). 

The description of the son as having "lidless eyes" further equates him to a snake, which has 

no moveable eyelids18.  

 In the final two stanzas of the poem, the mother rejects the worms' criticism about her 

son and says,  

'The life-blood that my son's hand shed, 

That from my broken heart outburst 

I'd give again, to quench his thirst (74-76). 

The mention of blood and thirst echoes the first stanza of the poem in which she states that 

mothers give their children their "blood to drink" and "hearts for food" (1-4). In the final 

stanza she absolves him and takes responsibility for his act of violence stating, 

He did no sin. But cold blind earth 

The body was that gave him birth. 

All mine, all mine the sin; the love 

I bore him was not deep enough.' (77-80). 

Although the reader is made to see the fault of the son, the mother refuses to find fault with 

him and instead redirects the blame to herself. The decadent figure of the vampire is invoked, 

but Sitwell undercuts the stereotype by suggesting that the son, even during the seeming 

innocence of his childhood, is a sort of vampire. This is further expressed when the son 

commits the violent act of murder against his mother. Additionally, the comparison between 

the son and a serpent attributes strong evil characteristics to him. Sitwell draws on 

stereotypical literary figures and symbols like the mother who loves unconditionally, the 

                                                
18 See the entry for "snake" in the Encyclopædia Britannica. 
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female vampire, and the evil serpent, but does so in an unconventional way which creates a 

sense of ambiguity and renders the attribution of guilt impossible. As a result, the threat exists 

not solely in relation to the female vampire, but is present to a certain extent in all the figures 

within the poem. 

 In addition to using and reversing typical aesthetic and decadent themes, Sitwell often 

creates a dreamlike atmosphere in her poems. In "From the Balcony" she creates a sensory-

rich nighttime scene in which reality is turned on its side, skewing established meaning and 

values (Wheels 2:76). Samberger relates Sitwell's use of the carnival theme to Bakhtin's 

theory of carnival and carnivalesque subversion19 explaining how this theme allows for 

subversion of existing laws and conventional word meanings (110). The poem begins with the 

speaker describing an urban scene in which "the cities dance and swoon / amid the wine-

stained mists of Carnival" (1-2). The poem creates carnival on a grand scale as the personified 

cities mingle together with aspects of nature. The towers are "like leaping gold flames" as 

they "fire the skies" (4). The flowers respond with "Faint sounds and perfumes, languourous 

flower-sighs" as they "Dance in the evening air, in eddies fall" (5-6).  

 The poem takes a sexual turn from line seven onwards as Night is personified: "The 

negress Night devours that gourd the sun— / Grown over-ripe, and lets the gold juice run / 

staining her body" (7-9). She "Pelts with hot rind; / The gold processions as they dance and 

sway" (9-10). These erotic images of fruit call to mind Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market"20 

in which Laura buys fruits from the goblins by paying with a lock of her hair (Rossetti 1468). 

                                                
19 Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of the carnivalesque is discussed thoroughly in his work Rabelais 
and His World first published in 1965. See this work for an extensive explanation, but the 
main premise is that during carnival, existing social hierarchies, norms, and prohibitions are 
suspended, resulting in a feast of change and renewal (Bakhtin 10). 
20 Sonja Samberger comments on the fact that Sitwell writes poetry in a similar vein to 
Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market", but she does not engage in any related close readings of 
work by the two poets (Samberger 40).  
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Laura's experience with the fruit is described in a sexual way in the following passage from 

"Goblin Market": 

Clearer than water flowed that juice  

She never tasted such before          

How should it cloy with length of use? 

She sucked and sucked and sucked the more 

Fruits which that unknown orchard bore; 

She sucked until her lips were sore; 

Then flung the empty rinds away (131-137). 

The reader gets similar imagery in Sitwell's poem as Night devours "that gourd the sun" and 

discards the "rind". Although the reader is inclined to see night and the setting sun as a 

familiar image, the sexual description competes with the metaphor. Night is personified as a 

woman devouring a gourd, which in some varieties takes a phallic shape. She lets the juices 

of the gourd run down her body and then discards the "hot rind" (7-9). These descriptions 

create an erotic image in the mind of the reader and the metaphor recedes leaving the sexually 

charged act at the forefront. Like Rossetti, Sitwell creates a fantasy environment, but in 

Sitwell's carnivalesque world the order and rules that exist by day are no longer present at 

night. Night is ruled by the woman who pelts "The gold processions [the cities' towers] as 

they dance and sway" with the "hot rind" of a spent gourd (9-10). In the final lines she has the 

man-made buildings of the city completely under her control: "Then with a noise like fire, the 

Phœnix-wind / Of night springs upward, blows the towers this way" (11-12).  

 Both night and woman are powerful forces in this poem. Night conquers the rules and 

norms that exist by day and woman overcomes the gender roles imposed upon her by 

patriarchal society. The use of the carnivalesque, the personification of natural elements, and 

the synesthetic descriptions all work to suspend reality. Under the cover of night in Sitwell's 
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alter-reality, woman has the ability to sway the cities' towers, material products of bourgeois 

industrialism, with the force of her sexuality. Like Rossetti and other female aesthetes, Sitwell 

creates an alter-reality in which her subjects can defy gender norms and in which they can 

embrace their female sexuality as a powerful force that has the ability to control aspects of a 

rapidly-changing society such as, in this case, the force of industrialism. 

 The fruit imagery carries on in Sitwell's other contributions to Wheels and is 

especially notable in the poem titled "The Satyr in the Periwig" (Wheels 2:80). Although the 

satyr is a figure that is used often by the Sitwells in Wheels, Edith's use of it in this poem is 

distinct. As the analysis seeks to demonstrate, it is used in this context to convey a feminist 

message. In "The Satyr in the Periwig" the figure functions much like Christina Rossetti's 

goblins in "Goblin Market". Both are grotesque fantasy figures that serve to create an 

imaginary realm. Aligned with the strategy of the female aesthete, Sitwell and Rossetti set 

imaginary figures, the goblins and the satyr, in an idyllic orchard full of aesthetically pleasing 

fruit and flowers21.  

 The figure of the satyr in Sitwell's poem is by no means an innovative figure. It has 

long been used in English literature to represent a grotesque combination of beast and man 

and is noted for its sexual appetite ("Satyr" Oxford English Dictionary). In the work of the 

decadent artist Aubrey Beardsley, who contributed many drawings to The Yellow Book, the 

satyr was used to emphasize a sense of exclusion or isolation (Fletcher, Grammar of Monsters 

145). The close analysis will demonstrate how Sitwell blends the image of the outsider, the 

sexually virile satyr, and a sense of decay with the theme of sexuality in an imagined realm. 

Through the use of these images and allusions to Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market", the 

women within this alter-reality are given the power to take control of their own sexuality.  

                                                
21 The use of a grotesque figure by fin-de-siècle female writers is briefly discussed by Sonja 
Samberger, but Samberger does not relate this explicitly to Sitwell's use of the satyr 
(Samberger 85). 
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 The poem opens with the satyr named Scarabombadon pulling on his periwig and his 

pants (1-2). He says he has "Grown old and stiff" and "this modern dress / Adds monstrously 

to my distress" (1-4). Already in these first lines Sitwell presents the reader with an atypical 

satyr. Where the typical satyr is sexually and physically virile, Scarabombadon is aged and 

weary. He attempts to conform to society but no longer feels that he can keep up the illusion. 

The word "monstrously" in line four is used ironically to emphasize Scarabombadon's 

civilized manner. It is the pressure to conform to modern society that distresses him rather 

than his beast-like form as would be expected with a typical grotesque figure (4). While 

walking in "gardens green" he reminisces about times past and he sees "The plums and 

cherries on the trees" as "Small bird-quick women pass me by" with "baskets glowing like a 

fire / With laughing fruits of my desire" (9-16). One clearly gets a sense of the sexual nature 

of fruit in the combination of the words "women", "fire", "fruits", and "desire", confirming 

Samberger's assertion that in Sitwell's early poetry "flowers", "spring", and "fruit" are often 

symbols of sexuality (Samberger 259). The reader sees in these lines that although 

Scarabombadon is old, he still desires the fruit that he finds in the garden. The fruits are 

described as, 

Plums sunburnt as the King of Spain, 

Or gold-cheeked as a Nubian; 

With strawberries all goldy-freckled, 

Pears as fat as thrushes, and as speckled (17-20). 

Scarabombadon decides to pursue the women with the fruits. He produces a tear and says, 

"Please spare poor satyr one, my dear" (22). The women respond, "Be off, sir; go and steal 

your own" (23). The final two lines state "They'd rend his ruffles, stretch a twig, / Tear off a 

satyr's periwig" (25-26).  
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 When first reading these lines it might seem that the referent of "they" is the women, 

however, if one considers the nature of the fruit in Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market", the 

final lines are opened up to alternative interpretation (Rossetti 1468). The violent imagery is 

reminiscent of the scene in which Lizzie is poked and prodded by the goblins as she attempts 

to purchase fruit from them (Rossetti 1475). Although Lizzie is opposed to any dealings with 

the goblins, she bravely attempts the transaction in order to provide the life-sustaining fruit 

for Laura. Without the goblin's fruit Laura's "hair grew thin and gray" and "She dwindled, as 

the fair moon doth turn / To swift decay" (277-278). Although Lizzie protests, the goblins try 

to force Lizzie to eat their fruit, smearing it across her face where juice is left in the crevices 

(Rossetti 1475). Lizzie returns to Laura and urges her to "Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices" 

and to "Eat me, drink me, love me" (468-471). Laura passionately responds by meeting 

Lizzie's requests, resulting in a physical climax in which "swift fire spread thro' her veins, 

knocked at her heart" (507-508). She finally comes down from the throes of her ecstasy and 

finds that her youth and beauty have been restored (Rossetti 1477).    

 If one extends the restorative quality of the fruit in "Goblin Market" to Sitwell's poem, 

it is evident why the satyr is portrayed as aged when the figure is typically used to convey 

animal-like sexuality. Like Laura before Lizzie provides her with the juices, the satyr in 

Sitwell's poem is in a similar state of decay. Scarabombadon tries to get the restorative fruits 

from the women, but they negate his requests. Considering this similarity between "Goblin 

Market" and Sitwell's poem, one can see how the final two lines could be referring to the 

effect of the fruits working on the decayed body of the satyr. If he could just get the fruits 

"They'd rend his ruffles, stretch a twig, / Tear off a satyr's periwig" and restore him to his 

natural state of animal-like youth and sexual virility (25-26). The power in the poem is given 

to the women, however, who suspend the threatening satyr in his unnatural aged and 

cultivated state by rejecting his sexual advances. Unlike Rossetti's Laura who is under the 
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sway of the fruits of the goblins, in Sitwell's fantastical garden the women effectively take 

control of the 'fruits' representing their own sexuality, and choose with whom they share 

them, ultimately rendering the threatening male sexuality represented by the satyr obsolete22.       

 Iris Tree contributed to the first four cycles of Wheels and her poems draw on many 

decadent themes as well. Poem "III" which weaves together the themes of decay, eroticism, 

and death is a prime example of this (Wheels 1:63). The speaker of the poem makes an 

apostrophe to death stating,  

Mouth of the dust I kiss, corruption absolute, 

Worm, that shall come at last to be my paramour, 

Envenomed, unseen wanderer who alone is mute, 

Yet greater than gods or heroes that have gone before (1-4).  

With the phrase "mouth of the dust I kiss" Tree plays on the connotations of the word 

"corruption" by combining the erotic act of kissing with dust, implying physical disintegration 

rather than moral corruption. Furthermore, the inclusion of the word "worm" strengthens the 

reading of "corruption" as physical disintegration by alluding to the manner in which worms 

feed on decaying matter. The "unseen wanderer who alone is mute" can be interpreted as 

death and the consequential state of being dead. Death is greater than "gods or heroes that 

have gone before" because death conquers all.  

 In the second stanza the speaker pledges her love to death by giving to him elements 

of her physical body. She states, 

For you I sheave the harvest of my hair, 

For you the whiteness of my flesh, my passion's valour, 

                                                
22 Although Sonja Samberger does mention briefly that Edith Sitwell writes poetry in a 
similar vein to Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market" (Samberger 40), the analysis in this 
dissertation provides an innovative reading of the relation between the work of these two 
poets which supports the idea that one can read Edith Sitwell's poetry as a continuation of the 
work of female aesthetes like Christina Rossetti. 
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For you I throw upon the grey screen of the air 

My prism-like conceptions, my gigantic colour (5-8). 

She gathers her hair for death suggesting the romantic ritual of giving a lock of one's hair to a 

lover. She dedicates the whiteness of her flesh, her idealized feminine beauty, to death. She 

states that death is like an artist, the "grey screen of the air" his canvas upon which she 

passionately throws her "prism-like conceptions" in "gigantic colour" contrasting with typical 

realist depictions of aestheticized beauty (7-8).  

 The giving of her body continues in the final stanza in which she states, 

For you the heart's wild love, beauty, long care, 

Virginity, passionate womanhood, perfected wholeness; 

For you the unborn child that I prepare,— 

You, flabby, boneless, brainless, senseless, soulless (13-16). 

The eroticism in the first stanza is culminated in the final stanza with an unborn child, death's 

child, which the speaker has prepared for him. She invokes him one last time in the final line 

describing him as "flabby, boneless, brainless, senseless, and soulless", accentuating that he 

lacks substance and tangible existence.  

 Reading Tree's poem through the lens of female aestheticism demonstrates how she 

engages with specific aesthetic and decadent themes, but uses them to assert her erotic love 

for nonexistence, or death, rather than an actual human being. Furthermore, Tree re-

appropriates the female body by allowing the female speaker to express herself upon the 

canvas of the artist, death. The image she creates upon this canvas is not one of idealized, 

aestheticized beauty, but is abstract and "prism-like" (8). In creating a female speaker who 

takes control of her own image on the canvas and expresses herself with erotic passion, Tree 

demonstrates how she is performing what Elaine Showalter identifies as the essential task of 
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rescuing "female sexuality from the decadents' images" and representing "female desire as a 

creative force in artistic imagination as well as in biological reproduction" (Showalter xi). 

 In her poem "Ballad" Tree deals with issues more clearly related to aestheticism 

(Wheels 2:63). The poem begins with the speaker stating to her companion, "Many things I'd 

find to charm you" and lists various aesthetically pleasing objects, 

Books and scarves and silken socks, 

All the seven rainbow colours 

Black and white with 'broidered clocks. 

Then a stick of polished whalebone 

And a coat of tawny fur, 

And a row of gleaming bottles 

Filled with rose-water and myrrh (2-8). 

This manner of listing beautiful objects is characteristic of aestheticism. It alludes to the 

aesthete's esteem for connoisseurship combined with consumption of aesthetic objects 

(Schaffer, "Connoisseurship and Concealment" 48). Considering that collecting such beautiful 

and exotic objects was a common hobby for aesthetes, the speaker in Tree's poem seems to 

think that her lover would enjoy owning the aesthetically pleasing objects she lists, suggesting 

that he is an aesthete. She says that she would find these objects to "charm" him.  

 One also sees here the type of description found in a number of aesthetic and decadent 

works such as Huysmans' A Rebours and Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray 

(Schaffer, The Forgotten 50). The male aesthetes were not the only ones to list aesthetic 

objects in such a way, however. The tendency is also to be found in the work of female 

aesthetes such as Rosamund Marriott Watson who took advantage of her status as woman and 

aesthete in order to become an authority on matters of decor and fashion by writing works 

such as The Art of the House (Schaffer, The Forgotten 92). 
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  In Tree's poem, the speaker continues with her list of valuable, precious, and exotic 

objects including objects of "tortoiseshell and jasper", "boxes cut in jade", clothes of 

"damask" and "dim brocade" (13-16). She says her lover "shall have a bath of amber" and "a 

small Tanagra statue" (21, 25). The Tanagra statue refers to the figurines from the third 

century B.C. that were found in Greece in the nineteenth century. After their discovery they 

became immensely popular as collectors' items ("Tanagra figurine" Encyclopædia 

Britannica). The popularity of the figurine is evident in Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian 

Gray, in which Dorian says of the actress Sibyl "She had all the delicate grace of that Tanagra 

figurine that you have in your studio, Basil" comparing the flesh-and-blood woman, Sibyl, to 

a collectable aesthetic object (Wilde 74). 

 Tree's list seems to be unlimited. The speaker is willing to provide all of these things 

for her lover, but a shift is evident in the final six lines of the poem. Whereas all of the 

previous objects were connected by the conjunction "and", the speaker uses the conjunction 

"or" from line twenty-seven until the final line stating, 

Or an azure plate from Persia, 

Or my hair in plaits of gold; 

Or my scalp that like an Indian 

You shall carry for a purse, 

Or my spilt blood in a goblet . . . 

Or a volume of my verse (27-32). 

The last four items in the sequence contrast greatly with the tangible aesthetic objects listed in 

the previous part of the poem. The speaker can provide all of the objects listed before, but 

when it comes to aestheticizing her own body, she cannot give each element freely. Her lover 

can have either her hair, her scalp, her blood, or her verse, but he cannot have all of them at 

the same time. The female body and verse are placed on the same level of the poem and are 
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described as mutually exclusive. This implies that the appropriation of the female body by 

male aesthetes takes away her ability to create poetry. In exposing this dynamic, she asserts 

her role as poet as well as her subjectivity by stating that her poetry cannot exist without the 

ownership of her own body. It is evident that Tree, like other female aesthetes, celebrates the 

beauty of aesthetic objects, but the celebration abruptly ceases when it comes to the use of her 

body as an aesthetic object. 

5.2 Broadening the Scope: Wheels as a Whole 

While section 4.1 sought to expose how a number of female poets contributing to Wheels 

carried on a female aesthetic tradition within their poetry, section 4.2 seeks to extend that 

analysis to Wheels as a publication. As Jayne Marek explains, "Women editors during the 

modernist period operated at the intersection of contending forces, since editing for 

publication —a culturally significant gate-keeping task—was heavily inflected by the era's 

expectations pertaining to gender roles, class distinctions, and ethnicity" (225). The following 

section explores what these issues meant in the case of Edith Sitwell's editorship of Wheels 

and aims to demonstrate how Sitwell used the medium of the modernist anthology and the 

tradition of female aestheticism to create an egalitarian space in which both the female and 

male cyclists could address issues of gender, class, and politics on an equal level. 

 In his book Collecting as Modernist Practice Jeremy Braddock defines what he calls a 

"collecting aesthetic" that was characteristic of modernist practice (2). For Braddock, the 

modernist anthology is part of this collecting practice and was "a means of addressing the 

work of art to the public, modeling and creating the conditions of modernism's reception" 

(Braddock 3). He differentiates between the "historical anthology" and what he calls the 

"interventionist literary anthology", the latter of which aimed to "determine the constituents of 

the movement, group, or field, in gestures that were by turns restrictive (because of the 

constitutive selectivity and exclusions of a given collection) and synthetic and enabling 
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(where the collection's disparate pieces represent a new, hitherto unimagined form of 

sociability and set of affiliations)" (Braddock 3). 

 Aaron Jaffe traces the origin of this new type of anthology to F.T. Marinetti's futurist 

anthology and demonstrates how this model served to inspire subsequent anthologies like the 

imagist anthologies edited by Ezra Pound and Amy Lowell, Edward Marsh's Georgian 

Poetry, and Edith Sitwell's Wheels. Jaffe states that "the appeal of the new anthology traded 

on its role as simulation of literary society; the names on the contents page stood for working 

relationships in an imagined bohemia" (138). While this argument is certainly present in 

Braddock's idea of the anthology as a modernist collection, Braddock's assertion that the 

material collection itself is an aesthetic object and, going beyond that, even "an authored 

work", attributes more agency to the editor of such a publication (6). This view supports 

Marek's claim that editing is both an aesthetic and a political activity (225).  

 Given Braddock's view of the modernist collection, one can deduce that the potential 

for social change that existed within such a publication like the modernist anthology was 

great. Braddock argues that the interventionist anthology could be shaped as a provisional 

institution as "a means of intervening in and reforming cultural practice [...] the collection's 

aesthetic arrangement, as well as its inclusions and exclusions, was a representation of 

ideological position" (6). Jaffe also recognizes the exclusionary character of the new type of 

anthology, but sees it as a tool designed to privilege the promotion of the male modernist at 

the expense of the female modernist (138). When it comes to Wheels, Jaffe argues that 

although Edith Sitwell was a woman, her gender did nothing "to alter, undermine, or open up 

the male authority [the interventionist anthology] of which she makes use" (159). Moreover, 

Jaffe reads Wheels as a whole as an example of how "the new anthologies persistently 

sanction forms of male literary authority, drawing on overstated masculinist rhetoric of war, 



Budke  

 

67 

violence, and aggression, whether or not the agent conferring the editorial imprimatur is 

male" (Jaffe 159). 

 Because Jaffe's analysis of Wheels draws heavily on the material aspects of the 

publication and focuses primarily on the ratio of male to female contributions, the cover art, 

and the presence of work by soldier-poets, it fails to take into account the content of the 

poems, especially those by female poets (Jaffe 154, 155, 158). Consequently, there is also no 

mention of the prevalence of aesthetic or decadent themes within the cycles. By approaching 

Wheels first from the contributions of the female poets through the lens of female 

aestheticism and then viewing the publication as a whole, this study departs from Jaffe's 

analysis and seeks to shed new light on Wheels by demonstrating how Sitwell, as editor, 

actually worked to undermine the male authority of the interventionist anthology of which she 

was making use (Jaffe 158). Following Braddock's view, this study approaches the 

contributions to Wheels as elements of a whole designed by the editor to execute a social 

function and to participate in "the contest for modernism's social definition" (4). 

 In the following subsections these issues are taken up within case studies which 

explore how Edith Sitwell, as editor of Wheels, worked to undermine the dominant male 

literary authority by creating a new type of egalitarian space within Wheels by drawing on the 

traditions of female aestheticism and decadence. The first case study is focused on cycle one 

and explores the way in which Wheels first presented itself to the public. The second case 

study focuses on the question of cohesion and explores how the tradition of female 

aestheticism was utilized by the female cyclists and the editor to create an egalitarian space in 

which both the male and female poets could draw inspiration from the tradition of 

aestheticism and decadence.  
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5.2.1 First Impressions: Allusion to The Yellow Book 

On 13 December of 1916 the first cycle of Wheels debuted within vivid yellow covers 

depicting an illustration of a nanny pushing a baby in a stroller as the sun rose above the 

horizon in the background (Wheels 1). It would have been difficult for the literary-minded 

individual reading Wheels to fail to grasp the allusion to The Yellow Book, that particularly 

infamous little magazine published from 1894 until 1897 during the height of the cultural 

movement now identified as British aestheticism (Schaffer, The Forgotten 1, 112).  

 Like the modernist anthology, The Yellow Book was something of a hybrid 

publication. It was published quarterly under John Lane's Bodley Head press and was 

essentially a journal, but its hard cover also contributed a distinctly book-like quality to the 

publication, making it paradoxically ephemeral and permanent (Brake, "Aestheticism and 

Decadence" 84). As Laurel Brake asserts, the bright yellow covers and the striking graphic art 

designs approximate The Yellow Book to the avant-garde art press, while also suggesting the 

popular French paperback novels which used the same color of cover ("Aestheticism and 

Decadence" 84). What can be deduced from the account that Brake provides concerning the 

complexity of the format and the appearance is that The Yellow Book was engaging with the 

transitioning relationship between art, its place in society, and its position in the marketplace. 

These concerns were central to British aestheticism, but as demonstrated in the theoretical 

portion of this paper, they were also issues that carried over into modernism. By alluding to 

The Yellow Book in the introductory cycle, Sitwell affirms that the anthology is a publication 

that has the capacity to problematize the issues that were being debated through periodical 

publications like The Yellow Book at the end of the nineteenth century. Moreover, it affirms 

that these issues carry on into modernism, and that modernist writers, a modernist woman 

writer and editor in this case, were also attempting to reconcile the complicated relationship 

between art, society, and the marketplace. 
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 In this study, however, Wheels' relationship to The Yellow Book cannot merely be 

reduced to that of an aesthetically similar publication reflecting a mutual concern for the place 

of art in society. The allusive yellow covers of the first cycle of Wheels in the context of 

modernism become much more complicated when a gender dimension is added. To 

understand the gender implications, the legacy of The Yellow Book, and how it relates to 

aestheticism and decadence one must look to Oscar Wilde.  

 Although Oscar Wilde never contributed to The Yellow Book, the periodical was 

commonly associated with him due to his status as a key figure in the world of aestheticism 

and decadence (Sturgis, "Contributors to the Yellow Book"). As a consequence of this close 

association, The Yellow Book suffered a blow when Oscar Wilde was put on trial in 1895 for 

acts of indecency (Sturgis, "Contributors to the Yellow Book"). The association was further 

solidified when the news media reported that Oscar Wilde was seen to be carrying a book 

with yellow covers while on his way to the trial (Ledger 5). Although the book was said not to 

be a copy of The Yellow Book, this did not seem to matter in the end. As Sally Ledger 

explains  "as far as the newspapers were concerned, Wilde was accompanied to his trial by 

The Yellow Book, and such media reports cemented in the cultural imagination of the 1890s 

an association between The Yellow Book, aestheticism and Decadence and, after April and 

May 1895, homosexuality" (Ledger 5).   

 The Wilde trials had such a significant impact that many scholars approach The 

Yellow Book and aestheticism in terms of "B.T.", meaning before the trials, and "A.T.", after 

the trials (Hughes, "Contested Spaces" 850). Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis Psomiades 

argue that although many predicted that the scandal surrounding the Wilde trials would bring 

an end to aestheticism, the movement continued thereafter leading to a particularly 

complicated relationship between aestheticism and decadence and modernist writers (4). In 

addition, Cassandra Laity suggests that the troubled relationship between aestheticism and 
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decadence and the modernist writer was different for male and female modernist poets 

respectively. She argues that both British and French decadence functioned as a type of 

"female tradition" for modernist women poets and that these modernist women used this 

tradition to create a "feminist poetic of female desire" (Laity 462). This idea is in line with 

Schaffer and Psomiades who assert, "Whereas male modernist writers often disavowed that 

influence, women writers continued to find in aestheticism a rich resource for the production 

of art and an alternative tradition with which to combat high-modernist misogyny" (4).  

 In his reading of Pound's review of the first cycle of Wheels, Aaron Jaffe finds 

evidence of Pound's "mytho-misogynist" rhetoric in the way that he describes Wheels as a 

type of publication that strikes out and attacks violently with poetry in the manner of the 

futurists (155). This reading, however, fails to take into account the significance of drawing 

on a tradition like British aestheticism. Moreover, it negates the implications of adding the 

female aesthete to the literary tradition of women writers and editors. If the legacy of 

aestheticism for the female modernist writer serves as a resource to combat male modernist 

misogyny as Schaffer and Psomiades suggest, then Edith Sitwell's Wheels, with the allusion 

to The Yellow Book via the covers of the first cycle and the inspiration drawn from 

aestheticism and decadence evident within the poems, can be read as a female counter to the 

violent rhetoric of male modernists such as Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis.  

 It is important to note, however, that from the second printing of Cycle One through 

Cycle Five Wheels had a number of different covers. The second printing of Cycle One had a 

simple black cover and the subsequent cycles all featured work by vorticist artists. In these 

covers Jaffe reads evidence of the violent male rhetoric associated with futurism and its 

English equivalent vorticism and argues that Sitwell sanctioned this type of male authority 

(Jaffe 155, 159). Jaffe's observation, however, is based solely on the imagery and does not 

take into account the content in the cyclists poems, especially those by the female cyclists. 
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The use of vorticist imagery cannot be disputed since the artwork clearly conforms to that 

style, but if one takes into consideration how this artwork interacts with the overall project of 

Wheels it is possible to reach a different conclusion than Jaffe's. Given that this study embarks 

from close readings of the poems by the female cyclists and Edith Sitwell's role as female 

editor in the time of modernism, it could be suggested that combining the militant artwork 

together with a depiction of Edith Sitwell as the hub which not only holds together the other 

poets but also turns them, further supports the argument that Sitwell was using the tradition of 

female aestheticism and decadence as a weapon to denounce not only Edwardian society, but 

also the patriarchal character of this society which carried over into modernist movements 

like vorticism as evident in the misogynistic rhetoric employed by its proponents. If one 

accepts this interpretation, Wheels functions much like the work of a female aesthete. Its 

façade from Cycle Two onwards seemingly conforms with the dominant male rhetoric, but 

the message it conveys hidden inside its collective poems is one that subverts the dominant 

patriarchal paradigm and ultimately creates an egalitarian space.   

5.2.2 A Question of Cohesion: The Male and Female Dynamic 

The reviewer from The Southport Guardian said of the first cycle of Wheels "It is not easy to 

find the axle—'1916'—into which the several spokes of this wheel of verse fit; indeed, 

personal friendship rather than poetic kinship would seem to have been the sole condition for 

admission into the anthology" (Wheels 1:93). This view is one that was echoed in many of the 

other reviews reprinted by Sitwell in the second printing of cycle one, but perhaps it also 

offers a key to a common experience that all of the young cyclists of Wheels shared. They 

were all products of the 1916  environment and the years that led up to it. They all 

experienced the changing social and political structures of the early twentieth century, the 

cultural changes being manifest in art and literature, and the start of the First World War.  
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 While some reviewers, like the above, perceived Wheels to be disjointed because of 

the mix of female poets, male poets, and soldier-poets, many others like the reviewer from 

The Times Literary Supplement accentuate the shared mood of the publication (Wheels 

2:105). While it has already been demonstrated how the female cyclists drew on the aesthetic 

and decadent tradition to create an egalitarian space in which to express themselves, it is also 

important to take into consideration that male poets shared this space. The following section 

zooms in on the dynamic between the female poets and the male poets within the cycles of 

Wheels and argues that within the pages of Wheels the tradition of aestheticism and decadence 

functioned as a rich source of inspiration for all groups.  

 If the use of female aestheticism allowed the female aesthete to voice her complicated 

emotions about the changing roles of gender, as Schaffer suggests, one can see how the 

implications of employing these techniques on the level of a periodical publication like the 

anthology were even greater (The Forgotten 5). By drawing on this tradition in the twentieth-

century context and placing, or "collecting" to use Braddock's term, these works in a mixed-

gender publication, Sitwell was doing both aesthetic and political work. The Wheels 

anthologies are certainly unique because both the male cyclists and female cyclists can be 

seen to be drawing inspiration from a source that other male modernists rejected for its 

effeminacy and its association with homosexuality (Schaffer and Psomiades 2). The resulting 

anthology was an egalitarian space in which fluctuating gender roles could be explored and 

renegotiated by both female and male poets. It can be suggested that the reason this was 

possible was because the use of female aestheticism by Edith Sitwell as editor as well as by 

other female poets within Wheels acted as an equalizing force which restored the female body 

to the female poet consequently attributing creative authority to her, and which also liberated 
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the male poets from the effeminate and homosexual associations that the tradition of 

aestheticism and decadence acquired after the Oscar Wilde trials23.  

 Because the contributors to Wheels realized that the question of art's place in society 

was essential to the time in which they were living, they found in aestheticism and decadence 

a rich resource with which to problematize these issues in the context of the early twentieth 

century and through the medium of the new type of anthology. Moreover, the decadent theme 

of decay is combined with the war-time experience within the pages of Wheels to emphasize 

the destructive nature of this social and political event. These traditions were being used to 

combat Georgian Poetry but also to combat something larger than just Georgian Poetry and 

the poetry within it; namely the Edwardian society with its political, cultural, and social 

norms which they felt could no longer properly represent the political, cultural, and social 

reality in which they lived. 

 Although Wheels did not publish an explanatory preface or manifesto, the second 

printing of Cycle One is accompanied by a preface poem titled "In Bad Taste" (Wheels 1:v). It 

is a satirical poem that sheds light on the objective of Wheels, aligning with Braddock's 

assertion that "prefatory apparatuses" work to justify the collective meaning of the anthology 

(14). Although the poem was published anonymously, which at the time further worked to 

extend its message over the publication as a whole, it has since been attributed to Osbert 

Sitwell (Cotsell, "Wheels"). The poem begins with the speaker describing the advance of the 

"platitudinous multitude" whom he describes as spouting "biblical abuse" and wrapping their 

"ranting thoughts / In the fair-woven garment of hypocrisy" (1-7). He says that their favorite 

                                                
23 A potential issue one might put forth with this reading is the idea that the poems by the 
soldier-poets do not entirely fit with this aestheticist and decadent theme. This study, 
however, aligns with the view of Hugo Achugar that "The book of poems is a unity whose 
motive is indivisibly articulated with social processes [...] it proposes a particular reading of 
the whole, and the isolated poem should be read in such a way that its integration into the 
whole of the book changes its meaning" (652-653). 
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axiom is "That age is but a virtue, youth a sin" (10-11), and continues by quoting a 

representative of the "multitude" (1). 

 The representative sees life as a "thing of joy and platitudes" and urges the young 

people to cling to religion and to strive for a simple future focused on family and country life 

(13-26). He states, "we still live in sweet simplicity / And hear the twitter of chaffinches; / We 

read our 'Country Life' and worship 'Punch' / (A journal strong, severe, yet humorous)" (27-

29). Much can be drawn from these initial lines quoting the representative of the multitude. 

The mention of Country Life places him among the upper-class society which was the target 

readership of that publication (Lawrence, "Hudson, Edward Burgess"). The allusion to Punch 

is similarly significant given the fact that Wheels draws inspiration from the tradition of 

aestheticism and decadence. Punch, a satirical middle-brow magazine, mocked both 

aestheticism and decadence within its pages (MacLeod 5). The reader already gets a sketch of 

the representative of the "platitudinous multitude" that Osbert Sitwell creates in this poem. He 

is from the isolated upper classes of society, enjoys Edwardian country life, and is opposed to 

unconventional or experimental literary and cultural movements like aestheticism and 

decadence. 

 The poem closes with the speaker's voice coming to the foreground again. He asserts 

that while this old-fashioned figure from the multitude holds fast to his outdated ideals "the 

World's giant wheels revolve and flatten out / the road for Fate—the path for Destiny" (40-

41). It closes with a dim image as the speaker describes "Moloch, God of Blood" who is 

"Deck'd out in golden plumes, and wreathed in flowers" riding through time "on a triumphal 

car" while holding a "fingered treatise on Simplicity" (40-49). In these final lines, the link 

between Moloch's treatise on simplicity and the simplicity prized by the representative of the 

multitude draws a parallel between the upper-class Edwardian figure and Moloch, a biblical 
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figure to whom terrible and violent sacrifices must be made ("Moloch, n", Oxford English 

Dictionary).  

 In "In Bad Taste" one sees Osbert Sitwell echoing the type of message that is also 

present in Nancy Cunard's contributions to Cycle One, a message that identifies a mass 'other' 

against whom the cyclists are fighting. Additionally, "In Bad Taste" also denounces the 

mocking men that are found within Cunard's sonnet "Destruction", and further identifies them 

as older members of the upper-class. By mocking the allegiance to Punch, Osbert Sitwell's 

poem, given the fact that it is used as a preface to a cycle in which there are many poems 

drawing on aestheticism and decadence, seems to indicate that the appropriate tool to combat 

the Edwardian "God of Blood" is satire in collaboration with the tradition of aestheticism and 

decadence (48).  

 The gender-egalitarian space created by Sitwell as editor by way of female poets 

drawing on the tradition of female aestheticism also provided a space in which male poets 

could draw on the aesthetic tradition. One such case is evident in the soldier-poet E. 

Wyndham Tennant's poem "Home Thoughts in Laventie" (Wheels 1:68). A close reading of 

this poem is particularly interesting in relation to the more morose contributions by poets such 

as Edith, Osbert, and Sacheverell Sitwell, Nancy Cunard, and Iris Tree because it was 

highlighted by one of the reviewers of the first cycle for its anomalous nature in comparison 

with the other poems in Wheels. The reviewer stated, "studied and determined melancholy is, 

however, broken in upon by Mr. E. Wyndham Tennant with the rippling charm of 'Home 

Thoughts'" (Wheels 1:105). Analyzing Wheels from the starting point of the female cyclists' 

work through the lens of female aestheticism, however, allows one to see parallels between 

Tennant's poem and those of the female cyclists, resulting in a more cohesive interpretation of 

this poem within its context and of the cycle as a whole.   
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 The poem deals explicitly with the war-time setting beginning with the lines "Green 

gardens in Laventie! / Soldiers only know the street / Where mud is churned and splashed 

about / By battle-wending feet" (1-4). In these first lines, Tennant juxtaposes the figure of the 

soldier and the aesthetically pleasing space of the green garden, suggesting that the typical 

soldier has not experienced this garden. The speaker of the poem comes upon a place where 

"Two roofless ruins stand, / And here among the wreckage where the back wall should have 

been / We found a garden green" (10-12). He finds solace in this place stating, 

So all among the vivid blades   

Of soft and tender grass  

We lay, nor heard the limber wheels   

That pass and ever pass, 

In noisy continuity until their stony rattle 

Seems in itself a battle (19-24).      

The mention of wheels here can take on a different meaning if one considers the meaning 

established in Nancy Cunard's opening poem "Wheels" (Wheels 1:9). In Cunard's poem, 

wheels are thoughts which are rolled around the world (1-3). Extending this metaphor to 

Tennant's poem allows the reader to interpret the noise created by "wheels" as the anxious 

thoughts that plague the soldier and seem to be a "battle" themselves. In this sense, the 

aesthetically pleasing garden provides relief from both the violent war-time environment and 

the accompanying thoughts that go through a soldier's mind. The poem continues with the 

speaker describing the flowers and scents that he encounters in the garden, enjoying the 

aesthetic experience. The beauty of the garden is so great that in the final stanza it has the 

power to transport him out of the war-time setting to his home "upon the Downs" (42).  

 The garden in Tennant's poem echoes the garden in Nancy Cunard's introductory 

"Wheels" poem, but in Tennant's poem the garden allows the soldier to escape the reality of 
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war. He focuses on the beauty of the flowers and their pleasant scent and describes the 

pleasurable aesthetic. By describing the garden in aesthetic terms and illustrating its 

transcendent power, Tennant asserts that beauty as an aesthetic quality has the ability to 

combat the violence and ugliness of war as well as the anxiety it produces. The garden in 

Tennant's poem is a space in which reality is suspended, echoing the type of "garden" Cunard 

defines in "Wheels" which also has the ability to suspend reality, namely the patriarchal 

reality, resulting in the breakdown of the literary gender hierarchy and the consequential 

establishment of a gender-egalitarian space (Wheels 1:9). In a related way, the garden for 

Tennant is a space in which the soldier-poet can escape from the patriarchal reality in which 

he fulfills his masculine duty to his country by offering up his body to the cause of war. The 

garden in both cases acts as an egalitarian space in which one can receive respite from the 

pressures of a patriarchal society regardless of one's gender.  

 Tennant's poem is just one example of the poetry by First World War poets published 

within Wheels. Edith Sitwell "collected", in Braddock's sense of the term, various types of 

poems by many different types of poets, but tied these together under the project of Wheels 

through the tradition of aestheticism and decadence. Even in poems like "A Terre" by Wilfred 

Owen, decadence provides a rich resource with which to describe the effects of war on the 

physical body and mental psyche of the soldier-poet (Wheels 4:54-58). The addition of 

Owen's poetry to the Fourth Cycle of Wheels is often credited as one of Edith Sitwell's 

greatest achievements as editor24. Owen's poetry is known for its graphic descriptions and 

critical attitude towards the war. The speaker of Owen's "A Terre" says, "One dies of war like 

any old disease" describing how the theme of decadence translates into this context (6). In this 

sense, war is a disease and the decay of the soldier's body and mind are a consequence of this. 

                                                
24 Although Owen's poems in the Fourth Cycle of Wheels were published after his death, 
Richard Greene explains that Owen intended to publish in Wheels before his death (Greene 
128).  
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War causes decay even in those that survive it. This is conveyed by the speaker in "A Terre" 

who states, "Who's prejudiced / Against a grimed hand when his own's quite dust, / Less live 

than specks that in the sun-shafts turn, / Less warm than dust that mixes with arms' tan?" (30-

33).  Inherent in poems such as this one, one sees a deviation from the traditional decadent 

approach that parallels the approach of the female cyclists. Like in Nancy Cunard's sonnet 

"Destruction" the threat is no longer gendered female, but war is now the threat as well as 

those who are responsible for perpetuating it (Wheels 1:32).  

 Like the female aesthete, the soldier-poet's real-life experience is problematized in his 

poetry. Poetry provides an outlet for expression for both of these groups of poets, however 

different their realities are. The first contribution by Sherard Vines to Cycle Two is titled 

"The Soldiers" (Wheels 2:65). Vines' poem attests to Cotsell's statement that, "Wheels was 

born out of the darkest years of the War, when the absurdity of civilian complacency and the 

irony of the contrasting conditions of the men at the front and civilians at home were cruelly 

obvious" (Cotsell, "Wheels"). In this poem Vines addresses these changing feelings about 

war, reflecting the opposition of Wheels to the type of sentimental war poetry that rose up 

after the death of soldier-poet Rupert Brooke (Ross 163). Vines' speaker describes the role of 

the soldier in disconsolate terms stating, 

[...] They, still unwhipped, 

Plod on obediently to death 

Without the cheering and the praise 

Hysteric meed of yesterday; 

A soldier's such a common thing, 

Besides two years of war have taught 

The people it's the soldiers' job 

To stop a bullet [...] (13-19). 



Budke  

 

79 

Despite the deadly fate that awaits many of these soldiers, they remain obedient, relinquishing 

control over their own bodies to the purpose of war. The role of the soldier is juxtaposed with 

industrial society in the following lines: "Industrial England clanks her wheels / And pistons, 

and the splendid course / Of strikes, lockouts, trade bickerings / Shews superb pageant to the 

world" (25-28). While the soldiers are hidden behind their barrack walls they are erased from 

"the thoughts of busy men" (29-31). In these lines, the mechanical role of the soldier that has 

been forced upon him by the highly organized structure of war is reflected in the mention of 

"Industrial England" and the men who control it (25-31).  

 The idea that the soldier is under the sway of both the demands of war and industrial 

society is further evident in the final lines of the poem in which the speaker states, "The 

soldier is a thorn of flesh / Grown hard by sweat and discipline" (63-64). He is a "Brother to 

hunger, cold, and fear, / Content to dirty work; content / to dirty death among the rats / If that 

is in his day's schedule" (68-71). In these lines, one gets a sense of the relation between 

disciplined work in both the industrial and war-time environments. The work, like death, is 

dirty, but the soldier's schedule is fixed and he has no other option but to surrender his body 

to the cause. Like in Nancy Cunard's poem titled "From the Train", Vines reflects on the 

effects of industrialization, but links them to wider issues that are common to aestheticism 

and decadence and that are prevalent in Wheels as a whole, namely the interrelation of 

industrialization and commodification. Vines, however, goes even further in explicitly linking 

these issues to the war-time experience of the early twentieth century by explaining how those 

concerned with the industrial prosperity of England put the role of the soldier out of their 

minds. The soldier is mechanized and functions merely as a tool in the process of war, 

adhering unwaveringly to his role, even if that means meeting his death.  

 Moreover, one sees a trace of a parallel between the bodies of the soldier-poet and 

those of the female aesthete. The soldier's body has been appropriated by the machine of war 
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and the soldier no longer has agency over his own body. This is similar to the way the female 

body was appropriated for use in aesthetic and decadent art and literature. Through the act of 

writing poetry, both the soldier-poet and the female aesthete attempt to reconcile these issues 

and attempt to regain some type of control over their own bodies and their own experiences. 

  One can see another commonality between male poets and female poets within 

Wheels in the treatment of fluctuating gender roles. Talia Schaffer argues that "Aestheticism 

let women articulate their complex feelings about women's changing roles, and thus it tended 

to attract those writers whose gender ideas were in flux" (The Forgotten 5). While Schaffer 

was referring to female aesthetes, it is also evident that male writers were grappling with the 

changing gender roles of women in their work as well. The inclusion of the female aesthete to 

the canon has implications for not only the history of women's writing but also nineteenth- 

and twentieth-century writing in general. Regarding aestheticist poetry, Schaffer and 

Psomiades argue that "we can construct a different genealogy [...] with its origins in a 

Romanticism that includes the work of both men and women" (Schaffer and Psomiades 10). 

They demonstrate how Tennyson drew not only on a masculine tradition but also on the work 

of popular women poets like Felicia Hemans and Letitia Landon (Schaffer and Psomiades 

10). Tennyson's work in turn inspired the artists and poets of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

whose artistic practices are often problematized in the work of  the female aesthete Christina 

Rossetti (Schaffer and Psomiades 11). The soldier-poet Victor Perowne's contributions to 

Wheels bear strong allusions to the work of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood as well as to the 

work of Alfred Tennyson, especially those titled "A Picture" and "The Lady of Shallott"25, 

and similarly problematize the relationship between the changing roles of women and the use 

of real women as models for aesthetic artwork (Wheels 1:73-74, 1:77-79). 

                                                
25 Due to the space limitations only "The Picture" will be discussed, but the mention of "The 
Lady of Shallott" remains relevant since it alludes to Tennyson's poem titled "The Lady of 
Shallot" which inspired the Pre-Raphaelite artists. 
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 Victor Perowne's ekphrastic poem titled "A Picture" vividly depicts a scene in a 

painting that is reminiscent of the stories of Andromeda and St. George and Princess Sabra 

(Rossetti Archive, "St. George and the Princess Sabra")26. The allusion to this myth and the 

fact that the poem is ekphrastic calls to mind the work of members of the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood who admired the ideas of Ruskin, privileged aesthetic beauty in art, and used 

real-life women as models for their work (Hamilton 142). In relation to this poem in 

particular, the painting titled "St. George and the Princess Sabra" by Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

shares a common theme. The poem is composed of eight poetic triplets. The final four lines 

break away from this established structure and are formally composed of a tercet and a single 

final line, but are linked together by their rhyme scheme of two rhyming couplets27. 

 Perowne's poem begins with the speaker describing the female figure in the painting 

sitting in the shade of the birch trees in "the forest glade" (1-3). The speaker describes how 

her hair fell about her, "heavy with aloes and with myrrh" which gives the first indication that 

the speaker is contemplating an actual woman instead of just the image in a painting since a 

painting would not allow such scents to be perceived (5-6). Her waist is confined by a golden 

chain and she wears a crimson-lined robe (7-9). The speaker describes how "Her wrists were 

twined with many a gem" and "her neck was like a lily stem" (11-12). The description the 

speaker provides for the reader is highly aestheticized. Moreover, comparing the woman's 

neck to a lily stem creates a link with aestheticism in which the lily is a key symbol and also 

emphasizes the delicateness and vulnerability of the woman in the painting (Hamilton 35). 

Describing the woman in these terms—bound by a golden chain, confined by gems, and as 

                                                
26 Despite efforts to locate an actual painting that depicts the scene described in "A Picture", 
no existing referent depicting this exact scene could be found. It was not unusual, however, 
for aesthetes and decadents to discuss imaginary artworks in their ekphrastic literature. See, 
for example, the article titled "Swinburne's Galleries" by Stefano Evangelista for a discussion 
on this. 
27 This is clearly illustrated in the close reading since the final four lines of the poem are 
quoted in full. 
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vulnerable as a lily stem—suggests that the aestheticization of this woman is the actual 

limitation. 

 This idea is further expressed when the allusion to the mythical stories becomes even 

more evident in the fifth stanza: 

About her feet a dragon slept, 

His head upon her lap she kept 

And while she guarded it, she wept (13-15). 

The mention of the dragon together with the image of a beautiful woman bound in its 

presence conjures up both the story of Andromeda and that of Princess Sabra in which the 

women are sacrificed to a dragon (Rossetti Archive, "St. George and the Princess Sabra"). 

The speaker describes how the tears fall from the woman's face to rest upon the head of the 

dragon (16-18). Interestingly, she is said to be guarding the dragon rather than trying to flee 

from it. Both the woman and the dragon are prisoners and seem to be at the mercy of some 

stronger force. She is not threatened by the dragon, but weeps for their shared aestheticized 

imprisonment. In contrast to the myths of Andromeda and Princess Sabra, there is no mention 

of a heroic male figure who comes to save her from her fate. 

 In the final four lines, the speaker reflects on the painting as well as the woman within 

it stating, 

So sate she still, this prison'd maid, 

Within the lonely forest glade 

Sate tending well the dragon's head. 

 

Was she alive or was she dead? (25-28). 

As can be seen above in the final lines, the structure of the poem deviates from that of the 

preceding eight stanzas. The final line is separated from the rest of the poem, but the rhyming 
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couplet between "head" and "dead" link the two thoughts together (27-28). The final line 

demonstrates that the speaker, while looking at the painting, is contemplating the role of the 

woman depicted. The space dividing the final line from the rest of the poem signals a return 

to reality. When this final line is considered together with the description of her aesthetic 

restriction, it seems to indicate that the speaker realizes that women who posed for paintings, 

like Elizabeth Siddal who was the model for Dante Gabriel Rossetti's painting "St. George 

and the Princess Sabra", were real individuals (Rossetti Archive, "St. George and the Princess 

Sabra"). Asking "Was she alive or was she dead?" in the final line problematizes the use of 

real female models which indicates that appropriating the bodies of real women for use in 

such art had the potential to steal their real-life vitality.  

 Additionally, the use of the archaic "sate" is interesting in relation to the work of the 

female aesthetes ("Sit, v" Oxford English Dictionary). As Talia Schaffer explains, the female 

aesthetes used archaic language to conceal forbidden or taboo topics (The Forgotten 4). 

Perowne's use of this archaic language together with the unconventional theme of questioning 

the practice of using real-life women in artwork supports the claim by Talia Schaffer and 

Kathy Alexis Psomiades that "Such a history [one that includes female aestheticism] must 

recognize that both men and women read and drew inspiration from the work of both men and 

women" (Schaffer and Psomiades 11). What one sees at work here in Perowne's "A Picture" 

is a twentieth-century reflection of the same ideas as those that the female aesthetes like 

Christina Rossetti for example were exploring in poems like "In an Artist's Studio" which 

broached the issue of female subjectivity and problematized the practice of using real women 

as models for aesthetic artwork (Rossetti 1463). Although the theme of the poem is not 

entirely innovative, it is unconventional that a male poet in the time of modernism is 

addressing issues that were previously problematized predominantly by female aesthete poets. 
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6. Conclusion: Creating an Egalitarian Space in Wheels through Female Aestheticism 

The reviewer from The Times stated in The Times Literary Supplement that, "'Wheels' must be 

read by all who are studying the way English literature is 'reacting' to the historic storm 

without—and whether they like it or not, the book is certain to have more influence in the 

future than a thousand critical brick-bats or bouquets" (Wheels 1:91). In these words, this 

reviewer hits straight to the heart of this study. While the life and cultural persona of Edith 

Sitwell captivated people during her time and continues to captivate people in the present, 

Wheels has unfortunately remained little studied. One of the main objectives of this study was 

to give due attention to Wheels, which in many ways was Edith Sitwell's first professional 

endeavor, and to examine her role as a female editor of a publication which drew heavily on 

aesthetic and decadent themes in the context of the early-twentieth century. The starting point 

for this study was the framework of female aestheticism and the suggestion that female 

modernist writers continued to draw inspiration from aestheticism in the context of the 

twentieth century to combat the misogyny prevalent in the work of male modernist writers 

(Schaffer and Psomiades 4). 

 The analysis of Wheels adopted a two-fold approach. The first part of the analysis 

focused on the contributions of the female poets to Wheels and read these poems through the 

lens of female aestheticism. The close readings of a number of the poems by Nancy Cunard, 

Edith Sitwell, and Iris Tree show how these female modernist poets were drawing on the 

source of aestheticism and decadence in a distinctly feminist way. The use of the framework 

of female aestheticism allows one to see how typical aesthetic and decadent themes like the 

use of the aestheticized female body, the figure of the femme fatale, and the aesthete's love of 

collecting beautiful objects were utilized by these female poets to subvert the anti-female 

rhetoric that characterized much of aestheticism and decadence as well as much of 

modernism. In addition, poets like Cunard and Sitwell adopted the approach of the female 
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aesthete as they created alter-realities in their poems where gender norms were defied and 

female sexuality was embraced as both a destructive and productive force.  

 These close readings were then considered in the context of the publication as a whole 

to examine how the prevalence of female poets drawing on the tradition of aestheticism and 

decadence affected the entire publication. In this section, the role of Edith Sitwell as a 

modernist "collector" in Braddock's sense of the term was addressed to demonstrate how 

Sitwell, in drawing on the traditions of aestheticism and decadence worked to undermine the 

dominant male literary authority and create a new type of egalitarian space within Wheels. 

The close readings in this section demonstrate how the themes of female aestheticism seen in 

the poetry of the female poets can be read in relation to the contributions by the male poets. 

This demonstrates the uniqueness of the Wheels anthologies since both the male cyclists and 

female cyclists drew inspiration from a source that other male modernists rejected for its 

effeminacy and its association with homosexuality (Schaffer and Psomiades 2). The resulting 

anthology was an egalitarian space in which fluctuating gender roles were explored and 

renegotiated by both female and male poets. Based on this observation, this study has 

suggested that the reason this was possible was because the use of female aestheticism by 

Edith Sitwell as editor as well as by other female poets within Wheels acted as an equalizing 

force which restored the female body to the female poet consequently attributing creative 

authority to her, and which also liberated the male poets from the effeminate and homosexual 

associations that the tradition of aestheticism and decadence acquired after the Oscar Wilde 

trials. 

 As a whole, viewing Wheels through the lens of female aestheticism exposes the often 

under-valued complexity of the publication and demonstrates how Sitwell, like many of her 

predecessors, wrote and published from the counter culture of a female tradition. This 

analysis adds to existing scholarship on Wheels and on Edith Sitwell as editor of this 
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publication by demonstrating the underlying feminist agenda. To see Edith Sitwell in this 

light follows the view of scholars like Sonja Samberger who recognize Sitwell's poetry for its 

feminist qualities, but this study also adds a new perspective by showing how Sitwell's 

feminist project went beyond her poetry and extended into the realm of modernist print 

publication. As contemporary movements like the HeForShe campaign28 demonstrate, the 

problem of gender inequality is not just an issue exclusively for women. Viewing Edith 

Sitwell as a modernist poet and female editor of a modernist anthology that promotes an 

egalitarian agenda adds one more missing link to the legacy of feminist literature which 

remains relevant even today as women and men continue to draw inspiration from these 

sources in the fight against enduring gender inequality.   

  

                                                
28 The HeForShe campaign is a project organized by UN Women. As stated on their website, 
UN Women is "the UN organization dedicated to gender equality and the empowerment of 
women". For more information see the campaign's website: http://www.heforshe.org. 
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