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My paper proceeds from dual definitions of the terms “Arts Council Novel” and 

“market realism”. Benefitting from the Wilson government’s increased 

commitment to the arts, as well as the related transformation of the Arts 

Council’s Poetry Panel into a Literature Panel, many of the British writers of the 

1960s seen to be re-staking the modernist claim to the novel – a notional avant-

garde of figures such as B. S. Johnson, Alan Burns, Ann Quin, and Eva Figes – 

were recipients of Arts Council bursaries. Emblazoned with the Arts Council logo, 

their novels are, definably, Arts Council Novels. Coterminously, two strikingly 

similar novels of the period – J. B. Priestley’s Sir Michael and Sir George (1964) 

and William Cooper’s You Want the Right Frame of Reference (1971) – satirise 

the ascendant world of arts administration and the activities it subsidised. 

Priestley and Cooper both portray an allegorical parade of recent avant-garde 

literary history – narratives where nothing happens, novels shuffled like packs of 

cards, plays where the majority of the characters are dummies, sit-ins as theatre 

– wagering that the forms they ridicule would not survive if left to the mercy of 

the market alone. Cooper’s critique goes further: for him the lesson of the first 

wave of modernism is that it was part of a socio-cultural whole that culminated 

in dictatorship and death camps; its re-emergence as what he calls state-

sponsored “official art” heralds for him a worrying repetition. Both writers’ 

alternatives are ultimately evinced in the forms of their novels, a “traditional” 

realism that readers can understand and the market will support.  

 

Charting this terrain, my paper considers an ideologico-political offshoot of the 

well-documented conservative turn against literary modernism in the 1950s–

60s. It asks in conclusion – with Cooper’s argument at its logical extreme, but 

from a more positive angle – whether the twentieth century history of state 

subsidies to the arts can in itself be seen as a concealed modernist project. 
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