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Reviews

The 
title 
is a 

quote by 
Oscar Wilde, 
who, from 
his library 
window, had 
just witnessed 
Ellen Terry 
emerge from 
a carriage 

as Lady Macbeth in full regalia, and 
enter the studio at 33 Tite Street, where 
John Singer Sargent was waiting to 
paint her portrait. It is curious that 
this one street running noth-south 
down to the Embankment in Chelsea 
should attract such a plethora of writers, 
painters, musicians, madmen, gays, 
cartoonists, ne’er-do-wells, socialites 
and suffragettes. Like three of Tite 
Street’s more illustrious occupants, 
Sargent, called “the van Dyke of our 
time” by Auguste Rodin, the murallist 
Edwin Abbey,  and the irrascible James 
Abbott McNeill Whistler, the author 
of this study, Devon Cox, is also an 
American. The book takes us from 
1875, when Chelsea Embankment was 
constructed by William Tite above 
Joseph Bazalgette’s new sewers, to 1950, 
when Augustus John upped sticks and 
left Tite Street, thus ending 75 years 
of bohemianism, louche behaviour and 
an outstanding high level of artistic 
output. One former resident referred 
to him as ‘Disgustus John’, due to his 
dissolute and promiscuous lifestyle. 
Tite Street seemed to court notoriety, 
with Oscar Wilde and the flamboyant 
Vanity Fair caricaturist Carlo Pellegrini, 
known as Ape, which is Italian for ‘bee’, 
openly flaunting their homosexuality, 
while the society portraitist Glyn 
Philpot, Wilde’s chum Frank Miles, 
Edith Elizabeth Downing, the trouser-
wearing cross-dressers ‘John’ Radclyffe 
Hall, Romaine Brooks and Hannah 
Gluckstein, known as Gluck, the heir 
to catering company J Lyons, ensured 
there was more than a whiff of scandal 
up and down the street. Brooks’s portrait 
of Gluck entitled Peter, A Young English 
Girl, depicts a fine-boned person of 
indeterminate gender with cropped hair, 
but she scorned Brooks’s social circle 
as a ‘pretentious lesbian haute-monde’. 
Tite Street saw the imprisonment of 
Wilde, Whistler’s bankruptcy by the 
Ruskin trial, the admission to an asylum 
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by the syphilitic Frank Miles and the 
unsolved death of  the composer Peter 
Warlock, byname of Philip Heseltine, by 
gassing. It has changed over the years, 
and is complicated by the renumbering 
and demolition of a number of houses, 
with Alex Sainsbury’s neo-brutalist red 
limestone bloc dominating the southern 
end. This is a well-researched, and 
eminently readable biography of one 
street in London, whose occupants make 
up a dramatis personæ of outstanding 
talent over a period of 120 years. Fast 
forward to 1994, when Cox attempts 
to say that ‘the wonderful possibilities’ 
were still alive, when the Princess of 
Wales entered the same studio previously 
occupied by Whistler, Sargent and John, 
to have her portrait painted by another 
American, Nelson Shanks. The result, 
with a red ribbon tastefully tied around 
it, would make a lovely box of chocolates. 
Don Grant

It is 
difficult 
not to be 
drawn in 
by a novel 
so clearly 
inspired 
by a 
certain 
F. Scott 
Fitzgerald 
classic, 
and 
there is 

undeniably a large amount of Gatsby 
in Gorsky. Many would argue that 
reimagining one of the best-known, 
and indeed best-loved, novels of the 
twentieth century was always going to be 
a tricky business, however, Goldsworthy 
accomplishes it with respect. Gorsky is 
not so much a copy of The Great Gatsby 
as a tribute to it, acknowledging its more 
obvious references to its predecessor with 
a kind of charming wit. The characters, 
for example, are so blatantly Fitzgerald’s, 
that Goldsworthy names them with a 
smile of recognition: Nick Carraway 
becomes Nikola Kimovic; Gatsby 
becomes Gorsky.

The clash between ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
money has moved on since Fitzgerald’s 
time, and Goldsworthy duly transports 
its story from 1920s America to Chelsea, 
the pocket of London infiltrated by 
super-rich expats. Nikola, the narrator, 
is an expat himself, of Serbian origin, 
who leads a modest life working for a 
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quintessentially English bookshop. The 
shop is owned by Charles Fynch, whose 
own wealth is described by Nik as “the 
getting-by sort… the equivalent of a 
couple of hundred thousand pounds 
somehow forever topping itself up in 
your deposit account… the sort of money 
that cascaded down the generations.” 
Charles Fynch could not be more 
different to the Russian oligarchs by 
whom he is surrounded, most notably 
the mysterious billionaire Gorsky, Nik’s 
new neighbour. When Gorsky asks Nik 
to curate a library for his new house, a 
library that could seduce any woman, 
the two embark upon an unlikely semi-
friendship. 

The woman Gorsky quite clearly 
has in mind is Natalia Summerscale, the 
beautiful Russian wife of the English, 
ruddy-faced Thomas, who lives opposite. 
Having also admired her from afar, Nik 
knows Natalia’s taste, and sets about 
helping Gorsky to create the most 
magnificent library known to man, with 
no expense spared. 

For any lover of books, the 
descriptions of the library are enough 
to make this an enticing novel. With 
clear delight, Goldsworthy describes 
Nik’s purchases, the kind of books one 
could only dream of: “the first edition 
of Childe Harold dedicated to Byron by 
Mary Shelley, Pushkin’s personal bible, 
Thomas Macaulay’s History Of England 
with the stamp of the school library 
at Harrow, and exam annotations by a 
fourteen year old Winston Churchill.” 
It is not, however, just books that are an 
excess in this world. Gorsky is a journey 
through the wildest fantasies that money 
can conjure, from parties, to private jets, 
to palaces. All the while, the brashness of 
this is countered by Goldsworthy’s knack 
for charming prose and the odd flourish 
of biting satire. 

As you would imagine, however, there 
is a hardness beneath the glitter. As Nik 
frankly puts it, “men who make that 
much money are brutal, they don’t fall 
in love like that,” and there is certainly 
a sense that money has blunted life’s 
pleasures, turning them gradually into 
burdens. If this is predictable, even 
stereotypical, it does not detract from 
the appeal of the novel. Gorsky may 
have been done before, but that does not 
mean it is not done well here; and where 
comparison to one of the greatest writers 
of a generation is concerned, to come off 
‘well’, is to come off brilliantly.
Clara Strunck
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This exhibition is not about the Ken Cox 
I know, a colourful illustrator, cartoonist 
and guitarist, but a concrete and kinetic 
poet, who died tragically young in 1968, a 
few months after his first solo show at the 
Lisson Gallery. Chelsea Space is showing 
his work in London for the first time since 
then, and it gives us the chance to revisit 
and re-assess his work in the concrete 
poetry movement in the sixties. They have 
reactivated Seasons Clock, Suncycle, The 
Three Graces and one of the five Elemental 
Balloon Poems. Students in Oxford clearly 
did not ‘get’ when he showed them his 
first ‘poetry machine’ entitled Shadow 
Box at OXPO International Exhibition 
of Experimental Poetry in 1965. They 
appeared to have had a collective humour 
bypass which prompted them to chuck it 
into the River Isis. It was retrieved and 
is on display, but the complex internal 
mechanics were ruined and it never worked 
again. So much for free-thinking, tolerant, 
open-minded students.

His friend Dom Sylvester Houédard, 
the Benedictine monk famous for his 
Cosmic Typewriter, and inventor of 
‘typestract’, wrote that the work was “a 
mature, elegant and very personal use of 
letters and words . . .”

Donald Smith, the Director of 
Chelsea Space, quipped that the trouble 
with concrete poetry was that it was too 
heavy. Cox’s work is surprisingly light, 
with letters forming words and shapes 
in space, as in the Three Graces, “Amor, 
Voluptas and Pulchritudo”. The delightful 
and highly coloured, Four Seasons Clock 
spells out Winter, Spring, Summer and 
Autumn in white, yellow, blue and red 
letters respectively, semiotically every 
five minutes. Having done so, it reverts 
to apparent randomness. The Semaphore 
Machine has a very simple display of five 
constantly-changing black letters, H 
L F E A, on a white background, each 
component clicking through 90° to form 
different letters. Behind the facade is 
a jumble of wires, electric motors and 
solenoids, all controlled by a rotating 
hand-etched copper disc. Although Heath 
Robinson in appearance, it is actually quite 
a sophisticated piece of engineering.

Also included in this fascinating 
exhibition are vitrines packed full of 
letters, drawings, photographs and designs, 
including notes from Derek Jarman, 
John Furnival, Ian Hamilton Finlay and 
Nicholas Logsdail, legendary founder of 
the Lisson Gallery. His vertical cast and 
etched brass mobiles Suncycle, are also 
hanging in the space, and it was Jarman 
who bought one and hung it in his 
fisherman’s cottage at Dungeness. At the 
time, he could not afford the extra fiver 
for an electric motor, so he settled for one 
without, for a tenner.

Don Grant
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