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Arl and anarchy

MANY GREAT PAINTERS have described themselves as anarchists, from
Pissarro, the impressionist, to Juan Gris, the cubist, from Augustus John,
the last of the great academic draughtsmen (see ANARCHY 10) to Jankel
Adler, from Signac to the surrealists, What, if anything, is the rela-
tionship between their anarchism and their art? This is the question
considered by the articles on Pissarro and the Neo-Impressionists in this
issue. Arthur Moyse sets forth his beliefs on art and anarchism, reaching
the conclusion that “there is no place for the artist within an anarchist
society, only anarchists”. If you find the implications of this too
alarming, you could perhaps rephrase it in the words that Eric Gill used
about a society where “the artist is not a special kind of man: every man
is a special kind of artist”. One of the things the art students revolted
about (see ANARCHY 90) was the supremacy accorded in art education to
the “fine arts” with applied arts in a second place. And if you think
that Arthur Moyse’s castigation of Art with a capital A is exaggerated,
here is Richard Boston’s description of the fine art department of an art
school (New Society, 24.6.68): “The studio of a painting department is
a comic sight nowadays. It will consist of a very large room in which
the painters have built themselves primitive huts from which they rarely
emerge. One wall of the hut will probably be a wall of the room: a
second will be a piece of hardboard on which the student is painting.
The other walls consist of easels and more bits of hardboard.  As you
walk past, the painter stares out, hostile and defensive. This is the last
barricade of the fine arts and he’s not going to give up without a struggle.
While in the other departments of the art school the talk is all of cross-
fertilisation of disciplines, co-operation and learning from one another,
the painter is more concerned with the territorial imperative, defending
his little corner of the studio against the rest of the world—a last, lonely
outpost of civilisation. Inside his hut the painter does his own thing,
cultivating his individuality, demonstrating his originality. Surprisingly
his individuality almost invariably takes one of three forms—either he
does a hard-edge painting, or else a muddy version of Francis Bacon,
or else he attaches a few odds and ends to his hardboard with nails
and glue. No, he can’t draw; but then for what he is doing he doesn’t
need to.”

Art is in a mess, society is too. This issue of aNARCHY looks at
the relation between them.
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The Mirror of illusion
ARTHUR MOYSE

THE ARTIST IS THE MOST ALIENATED AND REJECTED OF MEN, seeking
by his art a substitute for living. For the man who lives life to
the full and finds each and every moment worthy of pure animal
enjoyment has, justifiably, little use for the creative arts and an
understandable contempt for those who are forced by their own
crippled nature to practice the pale trade of the unsought doppelganger.
Lonely and afraid, they hymn the joys that others practice, offer
to weep for those rejected like themselves, and seek to descrlbc in
emotive details the hearsay evidence of other men’s lusts. It is
the men and the women who sup to the full the strong wines of
life who are unaware of the sad-eyed poet at their elbow, and the
lovers casually fucking upon the cool grasses of the State parks are
indifferent to the rattling sheets of coloured hardboard tied to ’ghc
park railings. The itinerant labourers, drinking, eating and rutting
to and beyond saturation have the purge of violent physical labour
to cleanse their soul, their bowels and their psyche, and they are
willing to leave the mysticism and the aesthetics to the whey-faced
priest whom they acknowledge but do not respect. For they are,
and know they are, in the living of this earthly life, the superior of
any black-garbed ghoul married to a junk-ridden altar. Every giggling
bawdy trollop, every man that can hold his beer, every qukmg
man riding his wife after a full dinner, every tearaway brawling in the
high street, every leather-coated ton-up boy tearing up the town’s
main drag, every sweating youth burning up the floor of the crowded
dance hall, every woman roaring out her share of the community
song in the garish public house, every rural villain chasing an
illegal rabbit, every fisherman hauling in a loaded net, finds in
these charged hours the repeating quintessence of living that the
artist seeks at second hand. And the mother contentedly cooking
for her squalling brood does more to add to the sum total of human
happiness than all the forgotten artists of the last twenty years
who, in misery, have dragged their painted manifestos along the
dusty pavements of Bond Street for the approval of a grubby-souled
dealer. For the artist, when he willingly and knowingly accepts that
role, is the tolerated outsider within the group. His réle is to sit
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with the women and to be fed with the women and in return he
will paint the boats for the amusement of the fishermen, decorate
the walls of the houses of worship on the orders of the political
priests, tie coloured tassels upon the helmets of the warriors, and
paint designs upon the crude clay pots that the dogs will eat from.
That is the role of the artist when he seeks to segregate himself
from the active life of his community. If he refuses to participate
in the search for the daily bread then he must accept that bread as
charity, for in the harsh reality of living he contributes nothing. In
a complex urban society the artist may delude himself that he is
essential to the welfare of the group but when famine and war
threaten that group he is of less value than the old for, while the
old will sit patiently waiting for death, the artist is the bloody
nuisance still demanding to be fed yet incapable of offering any help,
sitting on the steps of the abandoned centres of administration with
the politician, priest and court-clown, the sick and the dying. The
facts of life are hard and brutal so that we choose too often
to dismiss them, but we live from day to day by the food that our
fellow men pull by their very sweat out of the indifferent earth, and
no suburban rhymster, no artist primping along with a pot of
coloured paint and a pocket of backscratching reviews, no purveyor
of deathless prose, no declaimer of golden oratory, can add one
handful of corn to the plate of a hungry child, unless he renounces his
artificial and self-created station within the social order and accepts
the responsibility for feeding himself. Not in the abstract, not in the
third person, but in the particular, and literally accepts the responsi-
bility for his own daily bread. And this the artist will not do, for the
r0le of the prostitute is sweet when protected by a benevolent ponce.
In a society whose dynamic is to cater to the whims and fashionable
fancies of a large minority, the artist and the dealer accept their carrion
role and are happy and willing to live off the sterile wealth of a worthless
but powerful minority.

If you feel that this is the voice of the philistine decrying the arts,
then, for the record, I have tramped the Bond Streets with a pile of
drawings beneath my arm, I have waited for the nod from a gallery
owner who in my heart I have despised and have despised myself for
standing there, I have seen my work upon the gallery walls and I have
stood and answered the bored questions of a bored reporter as the
darling of the drifting hour, and I have despised myself for doing so.
But laziness or incompetence have saved me from the role of the
crawling gallery hack and the press cuttings that I once assiduously
collected moulder forgotten and as worthless as the day T gently cut
them from the crowded phrases of the daily press. Through that
experience one learns that the painting is of lesser importance than the
man, and that the calvary that one believed was so personal to oneself
is the common suffering of so many forced to live at second-hand.
Always the lonely child, always the rejected child, always the youth
forced back upon himself, seeking to manifest upon the virgin paper
the empty corridors of the heart; seeking to mirror the company of the
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mind in an attempt to people the loneliness of the hour with pencilled
puppets garbed in the gaudy raiments of cheap water colours. Yet
even in that sterile misery there is a small salvation denied to so many.
For each child that can draw the cloak of imagery across its eyes to
bar out the jungle of reality, there are a hundred children who have
no gauze of talent to protect their unhealing wounds and for them the
daily purgatory must be accepted. They are the strangers within our
towns and within our hearts, the child with whom no one wishes to
play, the youth forever forced back upon his own unwanted company,
and the adult counting off the fading dying years, rejected by the group
because they have nothing to offer to pay their way. Neither wealth
nor wit nor an able and animal back. To those for whom the printed
book and the endless half world that it offers is beyond their simple
appetites, there is no key to that door through which they know they
can never pass. Challenge your own conscience and your own values,
and ask what is the price that you pay for acceptance and what is the
price that you charge to the stranger outside. But the child and the
youth and the man gifted with a little talent can at least seek the high
shelter of his own ivory tower and pour his broken dreams upon the
paper, seeking an illusion for life and a substitute for living. And the
small reward for the sad and unused years is that the painter who is
true to himself will by his very honesty condemn the age that spawned
him. Not in the gaudy manifestos that become as meaningless as the
ephemeral pamphlets a score of years away, not in overblown and
banal platitudes of the hired religious, court, State or political artists
posing painted puppets to woo an audience as contemptible or as venal
as themselves, but in the acceptance of the painter as a craftsman owing
a duty to no one but himself, painting the world that binds him with
all its scabs and scars. For the painter’s brush can be as deadly as the
surgeon’s knife and for that it must be as controlled, as practised and
as uncommitted. Garb the painted Madonna in the woven cloth of the
moment, house the infant Jesus within the framework of your own
hearth, paint the bread that you daily break, the platter from your own
market place and the cup from which you yourself drank, and a
thousand years from now men will judge for good or ill the society that
held us in thrall for the cloth and the bread, the platter and the cup,
and the background of dumb bricks, will spell out in painted sentences
the lives of men and women who paced the forgotten streets. The
painter who values truth beyond the fashionable applause of the
moment is the unconscious mirror of his times, speaking for the un-
remembered dead that assemble the pattern of the painter’s world.
Upon that foundation of truth the painter is answerable to no one but
himself and his competence is his only limitation, his imagination his
only check. What he paints, or why, concerns no one but himself, and
the man who would challenge his right to his subject matter is a fool
and the man who would demand an explanation, a pretentious boor.
Fail to be true to the material world around you and you throw
your art into an historic void for not only will you be rejected by the
future but also by the past as an alien, unnecessary and valueless
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irritant. When Stanley Spencer sent his painted Christ striding through
his village of Cookham he ranged himself with Masaccio’s fifteenth
century peasants, weeping through the Christian Eden, and Giotto’s
fourteenth century bourgeois, acting out the agonies that each generation
must of necessity rediscover. | Bosch could offer the world of the
visionary and Bruegel the savage and bitter world of the medieval
peasantry yet these two sixteenth century painters found a common
point of departure in the acceptance of their own society as the basic
material for the reinterpretation of human experiences.

Holbein’s Ambassadors and decorated Duchess, Botticelli’s Venus,
Brugghen’s red-nosed slack-jawed Lute Player, Bruegel’s, with as foul
a collection of the spiritual and the secular as one could wish to avoid,
slobbering in ritual adoration, Campin’s worried bourgeois, van de
Cappelle’s Dutch fishermen forever sailing through the seventeenth
century, Crivelli’s patriarchal figures guarding his altar, van Reymers-
waele’s embalming of his detested relations in the rdles of the money
changers and the tax gatherers, Mantegna’s madonna, child and saint,
Jordaen’s man and woman, carry their period in their cloth of the hour
but eternity in their faces. Each painter was hired with the carpenter
and the mason to work in unison in the creation of the house, the
church or the meeting place, yet only the painter could slant his craft
to praise or condemn the society that hired him. Not in vapid and
ephemeral visual sermonising, but by turning his canvas into a frozen
mirror forever reflecting his own society. When the fifteenth century
townsmen bowed their heads before the Demidoff Altarpiece of Crivelli
they knew that the saints wore robes from their own looms and though
a king’s mistress modelled for the painter Fouquet’s madonna, her
garments were woven from the threads spun by the spinners who knelt
in adoration before the re-creation in two dimensions of their daily toil.
It was left to the English Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood to offer a classic
case of a body of painters who rejected their own age for a mythical
past and destroyed themselves by so doing. Claiming to be the heirs
of the pre-Raphaelite painters they sought their subject matter from the
second-hand and emasculated myths of medieval romances, and these
middle class painters offered their own nouveaux riches an illustration
for their political and social dream of a world of rigid class distinctions,
a society no longer tied to the oily sweat of industrial commerce,
a society wherein woman was a sex toy, the youngest son a liberal-
minded gauleiter encased in Tottenham Court Road armour, God a
father-employer and Christ the dim-witted but rather pleasant boy-
next-door. That class with its Old Testament morality of divine rewards
and punishments has gone, leaving only its political credo of an hedo-
nistic materialism based on force and of the art that that society
produced, nothing is worth preserving. They dredged the past for a
justification of their way of life and left a body of painting of a
revolting greenery, meticulous draftsmanship and an infantile subject
matter. In rejecting their own world the P.R.B. destroyed themselves,
for they failed to realize that all the artist can offer is a reinterpretation
of human experiences told and retold against his changing background.













































