
Historians already know a lot about the personality politics of this era from an exceptionally
rich biographical literature and a long tradition of set-piece accounts of the battles that marked
it—the forces of antislavery versus the planter interest, the forces of Free Trade versus the
landed interest, the forces of radical political reform versus the political oligarchy. What is inter-
esting, novel, and useful about Morgan’s account is that it provides a broader taxonomy of the
politics of personality that provides a better understanding of the relationships between the
pantheon of popular leaders and the different political contests with which they have been asso-
ciated. And while in this way the whole of his book adds up to more than the sum of its parts,
those parts conjure a vivid image of the human drama at the root of all politics—but a drama
that is perhaps especially conspicuous in the political struggles of this “heroic age” (4). Thus
Morgan memorably conjures the giant procession that marked Sir Francis Burdett’s victory
in the Westminster election of 1807, with Burdett himself sitting atop a Corinthian column
as he was pulled through the streets on an enormous carriage that also bore a statue of Britan-
nia; the skill with which O’Connell and his advisors organized several of the biggest monster
meetings in British political history, and the aplomb with which the “Liberator” played his role
in them; and how Lajos Kossuth and Garibaldi became multimedia personalities in a Liberal
England that could happily embrace even radical revolutionaries in its self-congratulatory
efforts to contrast itself with continental despotism. On a humbler but no less interesting
and colorful level, Morgan vividly conveys the pugilistic brio with which an Anti-Corn Law
League agitator like James Acland took the battle to the heart of protectionist England and
doggedly persisted even after being hit by a stone in Truro and thrown over the banister of
the Bull Inn at Woodbridge. Here and elsewhere, Morgan drives home his broader points
through the force of vivid anecdote.

Good books leave us wanting evenmore. Themore here would be a broader consideration of
how the political establishment forged its own politics of heroism and celebrity. Morgan’s book
is almost solely about oppositional politics—at least until Palmerston started to cultivate a
popular style and Gladstone perfected it in the 1860s. The heroic style in British politics
was hitherto overwhelmingly oppositional, but it was never the sole property of radical
reformers. Take, for instance, the cult of Pitt as “the pilot who weathered the storm” of the
French Revolution, or the cult of Peel as the hero who split his party and sacrificed his premier-
ship for the sake of Free Trade. It helped that both Pitt and Peel died prematurely. The conser-
vative disinterestedness they embodied in life and even more in death held broad political
appeal. But they could not be seen to appeal directly to a broad public out of doors for fear
of compromising the authority of a Parliament selected by what they insisted was an appropri-
ately narrow electorate. This awkward and sometimes paradoxical Tory attitude toward the
politics of heroism is worth exploring at length. But that is a fit subject for another book.
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Anna Neima’s illuminative and deftly researched Practical Utopia: The Many Lives of
Dartington Hall—a “small scale story about very big ideas” (4)—provides an informed and
multifaceted window into the activities of Dorothy and Leonard Elmhirst at Dartington
Hall in Devonshire, England, focusing on their efforts at community building and
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philanthropy from the interwar years to the 1960s. The kaleidoscope of activities on Darting-
ton’s country estate has been examined from a variety of perspectives, and Neima is not the
only writer to become fascinated with the progressive optimism and wide-ranging activities
of Dorothy Whitney Straight Elmhirst, an enormously rich American heiress, and her
second husband, Leonard Elmhirst, a Yorkshire squire interested in agrarian reform and
rural regeneration. Together, and in concert with numerous artists, reformers and idealistic
schemers, the Elmhirsts pursued an array of experiments in education, the arts, agriculture,
and social organization, sustained with their enthusiasm for communitarian living and
“learning by doing” (9).

Leonard was deeply influenced by Rabindranath Tagore’s grassroots rural reconstruction
activities at Sriniketan in Bengal, India, and spent a good deal of time there communicating
with Tagore following their meeting in New York in 1921. Indeed, Tagore’s focus on rural
reconstruction and views on “life in its completeness” (100) was a shared goal of the Elmhirsts,
coloring many of their activities during the decades they resided at Dartington. Whether a
“utopian experiment” (4) is an accurate label for their varied ventures in community living
and supports for counterculture, Dartington was nevertheless a special place, open to a fasci-
nating variety of radical ideas, innovations, and visiting artists and personalities. Supported by
Leonard’s optimistic view that there was no such thing as a failed experiment and sustained by
Dorothy’s immense wealth and extensive connections with progressive influential families in
the United States, the estate took shape around a collection of eclectic enterprises and social
experiments.

Neima divides her focus on Dartington Hall into three periods—1925 to the early 1930s;
the decade of the 1930s; and the post-World War II years—as she traces a jigsaw of activities
during (and across) each of these periods in the domains of education, creativity (dance, music
and drama), and agriculture and rural life. First, however, she addresses the social and spiritual
questing of the Elmhirsts themselves and their experiments with new forms of religiosity
unmoored from the safe anchorage of conventional Protestantism that had framed their
earlier lives. When Dorothy remarried and made England her home she maintained her
well-practiced obligations of social reform, but she did so in the relative isolation of Dartington
Hall. Even so, the Elmhirsts’ efforts to educate their growing family and work with a wide
variety of others as agencies of social change were increasingly frustrated by a changing
world. They had hoped that Dartington could succeed in its goals without resorting to a
great deal of organization, though as it grew and diversified it became clear it could not.
Poor management and never-ending experimentation meant the estate hemorrhaged money,
and antagonism swirled among those who sought patronage for their various artistic or edu-
cational visions, especially during the earlier years of the experiment.

Neima pays special attention to how the Elmhirsts emerged from the brutality of WorldWar
I unmoored from their orthodox Christian faith but with their ethos of public service largely
intact. One approach was to experiment with new forms of religiosity, spiritual quests, paci-
fism, the arts, and social service, reinfusing daily life with alternative socio-spiritual frame-
works provided by Tagore and visitors such as Gerald Heard and his friends Aldous and
Julian Huxley. Heard, for example, was a particular influence on the Elmhirsts. Partly psycho-
logical, partly mystical, the meditation group or “generating cell” (66) he established at Dar-
tington focused on encouraging isolated individuals to participate meaningfully in community
with one another.

A great deal has been written about educational experiments on the Dartington estate, espe-
cially during the interwar years. Neima might have provided a more detailed analysis of the
Elmhirsts’ shifting pedagogical ambitions and their somewhat confused efforts to follow
various plans and define what a progressive education should look like and how it might incor-
porate their wider mission of rural regeneration. The appointment of Bill Curry as headmaster
to the Dartington school in 1931 served to temper Leonard’s early ambitions for an experi-
mental school governed largely by the interests of its students. Curry argued for a school
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that was a model for the world one would desire, more like a research station for both students
and teachers (though he hardly modeled this in his personal behavior). In fact, notes Neima, he
softened Dartington School’s radicalism during the 1930s by catering to an elite subculture
and providing a shop window for progressive education. His management did not thrive in
the decades following World War II, and a demoralized Currie was forced to resign in 1957.

Dorothy nurtured art, especially creative expression, and Neima’s discussion on creativity
parallels a number of other more substantive works detailing Dartington’s pre–World War
II accommodation of refugee artists fleeing Nazi aggression, among them choreographers
and dancers Kurt Jooss, Sigurd Leeder, and Rudolf Laban. Arriving from Russia, actor-direc-
tor Michael Chekhov had a particularly strong artistic influence on Dorothy, who not only
became his devoted pupil at Dartington but went with him when he moved to the United
States, returning only upon the threatened outbreak of World War II.

What then, argues Neima, was the afterlife of this “practical utopia,” planned by a couple
with extraordinary privileges to steer community development “towards commercialized feu-
dalism” (238) while living a lavish lifestyle of comfort and international travel? In many
respects, they were advocates for the people, though not of them, and perhaps for the Elmhirsts
this was indeed “life in its completeness” (100). They showed no sign of regretting the use they
made of their lives even though their theoretical enthusiasm for grassroots democracy was
accompanied by an ambivalence about it in practice that ultimately did as much to shape
the Dartington estate as did those they hired to promote healthy industry and agriculture in
the countryside, experimental schools, and the planning of social reform.
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As a contemporary iteration of a landmark publication, the scholarly sequel is an expansive
form that revisits the past while orienting itself in the present and sometimes gesturing
toward the future. Edited by Clive Nwonka and Anamik Saha, Black Film British Cinema II
realizes the immense promise of the scholarly sequel in demonstrating the continued relevance
of its predecessor, edited by KobenaMercer, Black Film British Cinema (1988) (volume 7 in the
ICA Documents series) while ensuring readers attend to the complexities of the making, cir-
culation, and the very idea of Black British film today. Traces of a possible third iteration
become palpable in suggestions for further research dispersed throughout the collection.

Like any good sequel, this collection maintains a certain fidelity to its predecessor. As is the
case with Black Film British Cinema, a great strength of this collection rests in Nwonka and
Saha’s insistence that Black British cinema must be apprehended across a range of contexts,
exemplified in the four sections of the book spanning the politics of representation, aesthetics,
curation and exhibition, and the politics of diversity. Their multidisciplinary approach,
described as a “shared custodianship” across production contexts, audiences, and critical recep-
tion, is successfully realized through the breadth of contributors assembled in the collection
encompassing activists, curators, scholars, and filmmakers (3–4). Nwonka and Saha’s ties to
their predecessor are anchored in a second act of custodianship. As Erica Carter explains in
her preface, they retrieved Black Film British Cinema, largely unavailable since the 1980s,
and worked with the Institute of Contemporary Arts to digitize the publication and return
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