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Abstract

This paper is not an attempt to put the Art World to rights. It is not an attempt to pin down the state of painting or British Art in general in 2005. It is simply a personal, but hopefully informed look at Charles Saatchi, Nicholas Serota and the Stuckist movement, and how they relate to Punk Rock. There are various reasons for wanting to do this. Are the Stuckists valid? Are they fighting for the soul of British Art, particularly painting, or are they merely the “bunch of Bayswater Daubists” as coined by Sarah Kent in 2002, Art editor of Time Out? Are they a collection of bad painters who have seen an opportunity to create publicity by pandering to the populist vote? They are certainly not afraid to use the popular press as well as the broadsheets in which to publicise their views. This position mirrors that of early Punk rock in the sense that the bands were accused of not being able to play but nevertheless courted publicity for its own ends. There is no doubt that the Stuckists are serious in their criticism of the actions of Saatchi and Serota and of the work they have spent the last few years promoting. They are also serious about their own work. The Sex Pistols were also very serious about their work and what they were saying, even if sometimes, like the Stuckists perhaps, they came across as a cartoon version of reality.

Since 1977 many groups and individuals have appropriated Punk and used it as a short cut to credibility. Some writers, such as Greil Marcus and Jon Savage, have elevated Punk to extraordinary heights, rightly or wrongly, and have helped to put the movement on a high pedestal often by relating it to Situationism and other radical groups from the past. 

Why relate Stuckism to what was essentially a music led movement? Will it work as a paper? Hopefully the answer to these questions will become clearer throughout the course of the paper, but when creativity is often these days about ideas as opposed to the process or the medium it seems a reasonable job to take on. Indeed, when musicians with pretensions are increasingly calling themselves “sound artists” (often without the knowledge of basic examples of the genre such as the French “musique concrete” experiments or the work of the Futurists) and the wealth of multi media installation based work being produced by contemporary artists, surely the boundaries between art and music are sufficiently blurred to make the comparison a valid one. In his collection of essays from 1973, ‘The Use and Abuse of Art’, Jacques Barzun discusses the role of the critic and the way words are used... 

“distributively, applying them to this or that artist, this or that work, this or that school”. It is the critics role to do this distributing of labels, and in the end the finer the discrimination of one artistic element from another... the greater the critical achievement. Such investigations belong to art criticism. What I have to offer you is something else, which is often called cultural criticism.” 

(Barzun, p.6)

He is talking about the big picture, taking in much larger wholes such as society, culture, the state. He is asking for the go ahead to deal with art “primarily as a single force in modern life.” Although space does not permit this type of investigation in full, the spirit of Barzun is contained in this essay. To his list I would also add personalities and the cult of celebrity.

Plato said that “Truth is beautiful and enduring” (Livingstone, R p.193) although there were many contradictions within his writings. This paper, in the best Punk tradition, is an attempt to cut through the crap and get to the truth. If at times tunnel vision is involved, and there are clear contradictions within the paper, then so be it - these, also are part of that tradition. I make no apologies for being heavily involved with both movements; I hope however, that the lack of neutrality can be counterbalanced by the insights that come from being involved in what for me has been a fascinating, exciting and often frustrating year within the world of contemporary British Art. As a major Stuckist I was a big part of the Walker Show and as the project developed I began to see parallels with incidents and events that had happened to me during the years from 1976 to 1979.This interested me very much and I wanted to find out why this was happening.

This paper is also hopefully part of a much larger and more complex discussion. Dogmatic statements are used for brevity only; it is impossible within this paper to produce a fully formed argument, although Charles Thomson, co founder of the Stuckist movement, would probably disagree with this and cite E=MC2 as a profound statement presented concisely. I, however, am not Einstein.

List of contents 

Abstract

Introduction

The Rejection of Academic Values

Saatchi, Serota and Stuckism - a brief history

Misconceptions concerning the Stuckists

The Battle for the Soul of Punk

The True Punk Aesthetic

Explaining Stuckism to a critic

Conclusion

Bibliography

Introduction

January 2005 saw two painting exhibitions running concurrently. ‘The Stuckists Punk Victorian’, at the Walker and Lady Lever Galleries in Liverpool, was the first major show by a group of artists known as the Stuckists. Formed in 1999 by Billy Childish and Charles Thomson, the Stuckists believe in figurative painting with ideas and are against conceptual art, mainly because of  “it’s poverty of concepts”. (Milner, F inside sleeve) 

The second show was Charles Saatchi’s ‘The Triumph of Painting’.  Due to run throughout 2005, the show is in three parts, of which the first showcases the work of internationally renowned painters including Peter Doig and Marlene Dumas. Most of the work that will be on show during the course of the year is figurative in nature.

Why does the world of British Contemporary Art need to be challenged? From Pop Art onwards, contemporary art has become much more visible and accepted as a part of our society, particularly the last 20 years with the proliferation of public sculptures which have moved away from the notion of commemorative pieces. Barzun states:

“Though artists and their promoters still deplore the “lack of support for the arts”, the spread during the last fifty years not only of receptivity to art as such, but also tolerance for it is in fact amazing; indeed, it is unexampled in the history of our civilisation.

We have so quickly become used to the change that we do not recognise the extension given to the term art or its magical power to stifle doubt and second thoughts.” 

(Barzun, p.10)

He goes on to give examples of an exhibition of chimpanzee art in London and the work of a boy of 10 shown in Paris. These rather extreme examples can nevertheless be seen as part of a change in thinking post the 1960s in which the “Interesting has taken the place of the Beautiful, the Profound and the Moving.” (Barzun, p.17). Ivan Gaskell in his book ‘Vermeer’s Wager’ talks about his numerous visits to the National Gallery to experience ‘Woman Standing at a Virginal’:

“This object bewilders me. It quietly shocks me each time I see it. I turn away from it perplexed. It gets the better of me. I fear the confusion that overtakes me when I behold it. It evokes wonder in me, which itself is a bewildering and perplexing emotion.” (Gaskell, p.11)

Although there is a temptation to utter “steady on there, it’s only art”, time and again there is evidence that this is what we really want from art; not the quick fix, not tickling of the senses, not a clever (or not so clever) joke, but work that continues to confuse, astound and partly fulfil our desire for meaning. Saatchi’s choice of work and Serota’s pronouncements were not reflecting this in 1999 and that is why the Stuckists felt their positions as arbiters of taste had to be challenged. Of course there were artists producing interesting work happily holding their own but even then the shadow of Postmodernism often gave the work a cynical, ironic, “knowing” edge to it that was clearly not fulfilling the spiritual needs of a disaffected audience. There was a “go with the flow” or shut up mentality that needed to be addressed, much like the pre punk days of the mid Seventies. There did genuinely seem to be issues that related very clearly to the pre-punk days of 1975, namely a feeling of disaffection from the public, a fascination with the banal and the boring, and a radical group of supposedly technically limited upstarts who were hated almost universally, but never the less dared to put themselves forward as a genuine alternative to the prevailing trends. The purpose of this paper is to discuss whether this relationship is a valid one to make, and whether the attitudes and ideas of Punk can successfully work in the discipline that is British Contemporary Art.

The Rejection of Academic values

Artists have always challenged prevailing wisdom; of course this is part of their role as thinkers. The danger comes when this challenge is fired purely by self-interest or dictated by fashion trends.

The rejection of academic thinking is also a part of this process. The Impressionists were rejected by the Academy. The Surrealists rejected authority and bourgeois values as a matter of principle. Marrinetti, in his Futurist Manifesto stated that:

“we want to destroy museums, libraries, and academies of all kinds, and to make war on moralism, feminism and on every opportunistic and utilitarian vileness”

(Stangos et.al., p.98)

The examples are endless. Punk mistrusted the critics and the academics, and particularly the status quo of which they were part; along with the hippies they were dismissed as boring old farts. Tunnel vision was an essential element in the early days and for a while produced a clarity of thought and direction. Think, analyse and assess for yourself was the message. The punks didn’t need to use philosophical quotes to validate their work, they knew how easy that was and how it could lie. No one however would doubt the relationship between art and philosophy; it would be foolish to do so. According to Peter Kivy in his introduction to Noel Carroll’s book ‘Beyond Aesthetics’ he says that:

“not since the flowering of German Romanticism have so many philosophers of the first rank taken aesthetics and the philosophy of art as an area of special interest.”

(Carroll,N (p.ix)

Carroll himself talks about something being a work of art if it has a “convincing historical narrative” (p.xi). This is not acceptable to The Stuckists, as everything could be said to have this. Thomson’s painting ‘Is my shoe Art?’ discusses this problem. Thomson’s shoe could obviously go back to Duchamp if he placed it on a plinth and signed it.

Philosophy has a role to play but we must not look just to that area for guidance, and academics, of course, make mistakes. When the quest for Vermeers was at it’s height, a number of paintings were attributed to him by desperate art historians that were very clearly not of the same standard as bone fide examples; in fact, some such as ‘Girl with the Blue Bow’ and ‘Laughing Girl’ are so bad as to be ridiculous.

The Clash talked about being “back in the garage with my bullshit detector” (“Garageband, The Clash 1977): compared to the wealth and power of figures such as Saatchi and Serota and the influence of critics, academics and philosophers this is indeed where the Stuckists are at.

Saatchi, Serota and Stuckism - a brief history

“The Stuckist is not a career artist but rather an amateur (amare, Latin, to love) who takes risks on the canvas rather than hiding behind ready-made objects (e.g. a dead sheep)”.

(The Stuckist Manifesto point 9, Charles Thomson and Billy Childish, 1999)

The battle for the moral high ground in Contemporary Art between Charles Saatchi and The Stuckists has been taking place (mostly within the gossip pages of the broadsheet press) since 1999, when the Stuckist Manifesto was first published. This manifesto helped to open up discussion on the validity of work that Saatchi had championed and exhibited, particularly the work of Conceptual artists such as Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin. Up until late 2004, this ongoing debate centred mostly around Saatchi’s perceived penchant for Conceptual, installation based work at the expense of painting. The fact that Saatchi had always bought paintings was not disputed, but his relentless championing of the “Brit Artists” was seen by The Stuckists as a cynical and manipulative attempt to increase his standing within the Art World by introducing the notion of “yBas” as a genuine, radical young Art Movement. None of the main protagonists painted; in fact Hirst himself famously stated that “painting is dead” at the height of his notoriety. (Hirst subsequently went on to sell a number of paintings, although these were mainly produced by assistants). The Stuckists were also concerned at the power of one private individual to seemingly control the direction of the British Art Market. This culminated in The Stuckists, in March 2004, reporting Saatchi to the Office of Fair Trading, alleging that Saatchi’s practices were a breach of the Competition Act. The OFT replied: “we do not have reasonable grounds to suspect that Charles Saatchi is in a dominant position in any relevant market”. 

The Stuckists weren’t Saatchi’s only enemy. Sir Nicholas Serota had a problem with him too, and their rather vague disagreements have been well documented. Of course, the Stuckists also have a problem with Serota, to the extent that their Art Clown of the Year Award for outstanding idiocy in the visual arts has been confined to just these two individuals. This three way spat has been seen by most critics as a mere sideshow to the ongoing business that is the promotion of British Art. 

The Stuckists however felt that they had a battle to fight with clear goals: to break the stranglehold of Saatchi and Serota and their perceived indifference to painting (in particular figurative work) as opposed to Conceptual and Installation based work. These clear distinctions were soon to be blurred however.

Saatchi and his trip to Stuckism International

One day in summer 2004 (15th May to be precise) Charles Saatchi turned up outside the doors of Stuckism International in Hoxton. Unfortunately the gallery wasn't open at the time, as Thomson is a notoriously late riser, but Saatchi was able to read the manifesto as well as a number of articles also relating to him in the window of the gallery. Among the statements was “Stuckist Art in 2001 is Saatchi Art in 2004”, relating to Saatchi’s purchase of a work by Stella Vine. He was also able to read statements concerning the lack of painting in the Turner Prize and the dismissing of artists such as Hirst, Emin etc. Five months later Saatchi sent out press releases relating to a new show.

‘The Triumph of Painting’ was Charles Saatchi’s bid to reclaim painting as “the most relevant and vital way that artists’ choose to communicate” (Saatchi Gallery Press Release 1.10.04). Compare this to a Stuckist quote from 1999 relating to painting: “the most vital means of addressing contemporary issues” (from the Stuckist web site).

Press reports also quoted Saatchi thus:

“For the last 10 years only five of the forty Turner Prize artists have been pure painters. We think it is time for a painting survey looking at established international artists and later in the year, new young painters” 

(The Times, 2.10.04)

In 1977 the ideas of the early Punk innovators were quickly picked up on by seasoned musicians looking for a way into the scene (see The Police, The Pretenders, The Boomtown Rats, The Cars, The Knack, Gary Numan etc.). The experience and contacts of these individuals enabled them to exploit the situation opened up by the more naive elements of the Punk movement. The Police for example were managed by Miles Copeland who was involved with the CIA. Crissie Hynde of the Pretenders was a music journalist. Artists such as Wreckless Eric were meanwhile developing a problem with alcohol and watching it all happen. These bands were invariably technically accomplished, with highly polished, in some cases bombastic production values and traditional song writing skills. The Punks weren’t fooled but the larger rock audience certainly were, due in no small part to greater access to the press and the aforementioned “qualities” that these groups possessed. Was ‘The Triumph of Painting’ (surely a bombastic title if ever there was one) the 2005 equivalent of The Police to the Stuckist’s Wreckless Eric? Let us take an example of one of the largest and most talked about paintings in the show. Luc Tuyman’s ‘Still Life’ is described as follows in the catalogue:

“Made initially for the 2002 Documenta, Tuymans was expected to present paintings of images relating to 9/11 to coincide with the exhibition’s theme of political and social engagement. What he decided to show was a still life... an epic masterpiece of metaphysical and spiritual contemplation. In response to unimaginable horror, Tuymans offers the sublime. A gaping magnitude of impotency, which neither words nor paintings could ever express.”

(Ellis,P no page no.)

Or can they? Compare this to Wolf Howard’s ‘Superpowerless’, shown at the Walker show. It seems that Howard has been able to achieve quite adequately this “magnitude of impotency” within his painting. It is also stated that the Tuymans painting is “a monument to the inadequacy of language”. As well as this being a point open to debate as I’m sure many journalists and writers would attest to, isn’t the perfect conciseness of Howard’s title also a repost to this pretentious statement? There is not time here to talk at length about the Saatchi show, but there are other interesting examples of this kind if one cares to look, contrast and compare.

The show as a whole was not well received; unfortunately we cannot compare the reactions to that of the Punk Victorian Show as it was almost completely ignored by writers and critics.

Incidentally, standing outside County Hall is like being given the hard sell. Saatchi vendors stop you on the street and try to get you inside; meanwhile the Tate’s “Hirst” boat glides down river from Tate Britain on the way to Tate Modern. The influence of these two men is inescapable.

Misconceptions concerning the Stuckists

“True revolutions in art restore more than they destroy”

Louise Brogan, American poet, “Reading Contemporary poetry” (1953)

Some commentators have suggested that the Stuckists wish to return to a so-called “Golden Age”, and that the movement is in fact backward looking. This does not seem to worry the same critics (Tim Marlow being a particular example) when talking about the great leaps forward during The Renaissance, itself a movement that looked backwards to a golden age. In fact, virtually all great artists have, either independently or as part of a movement, plundered Art History for ideas and meanings which could help with their own practice. Closer examination of the Stuckists stance reveals that they believe their work points towards a new way of representing figurative ideas within painting. They believe that the established critics and academics have not yet understood this and are therefore unable to give an informed opinion on the work. Much like the Punk movement of the mid to late Seventies many established critics have been left at best bewildered and at worst horrified by the growth of the movement and by it’s acceptance by a national gallery such as The Walker. Paul Myners, the chairman of the Tate Trustees called the ‘Stuckists Punk Victorian’ show “A Travesty” during the opening of the 2004 Turner Prize. Serota, to his credit, called the show “lively”. In The Guardian, all Adrian Searle could say about it was that it was “dreadful”. Indeed, critics all but ignored the show, probably hoping that it would just go away. Much the same happened with Punk, and it took young writers such as Julie Burchill and Tony Parsons to speak on behalf of and for a true shift in ideas and beliefs

The Battle for the Soul of Punk

Although the connection is rarely discussed, the shadow of Punk has a role to play when discussing the last 20 years of contemporary art, particularly in relation to the yBas and the Stuckists. Punk has led a charmed life in the 30 years since it first horrified the nation. Almost unique among modern movements, it has remained almost permanently in fashion. As regards the late 20th Century, 1977 is often considered year zero, the date when music, fashion and cultural and social attitudes changed irretrievably. Simple, direct slogans such as “never trust a hippy” and “God save the Queen - it’s a Fascist regime” replaced the obtuse language of the prevailing music scene of the time.

When Sid Vicious was asked if he made music for the man in the street he replied, “I’ve met the man in the street and he’s a cunt”. Regardless of whether the man in the street was indeed a cunt, this refreshing, honest approach was a welcome change after the meanderings of the progressive rockers who disguised a lack of ideas with a musical and literary baggage that convinced many that there must be something there, but it’s too clever to work out exactly what the thing is. Many of these musicians were later seen to be average, beer drinking old rockers that knew when they were onto a good thing (see Rick Wakeman). Many critics, to their eternal shame, went along with this charade (often because of the quality of the freebee in that day and the proliference of the groupie scene). In a short space of time, Punk had destroyed the progressive scene along with the careers of many of the musicians and critics.

Interestingly, the contemporary art scene was the slowest to catch on to this important cultural change in ideas. One of the first ever “Punk” exhibitions featured a coffin full of shit which was titled ‘Elvis Presley’ (Presley had recently died). This crass bastardisation of Punk philosophy and ideals was not taken seriously by most punks who realised that the movement was not about shocking the public and producing work in bad taste just for the hell of it, but a genuine attempt to articulate where we were as a nation when the rise of the Far Right, the three day week, the endless strikes including the refuse collectors strike which produced such memorable images, and the failure of both Tory and Labour Governments were all a grim reality. Reality and boredom fuelled the creativity. 

Because of the importance still attached to Punk, many artists and musicians over the last 20 or so years have attempted to attach themselves to the movement, hoping to become valid by proxy. Some of the Brit artists are a good example of this. When Damien Hurst stated “painting is dead”  it was not a challenge to prevailing trends but ill-considered, arrogant  and foolish. Hirst thought he was behaving in the fashion of the punks by blurting out supposedly controversial and contentious statements; Hirst also had a penchant for showing his penis in public, another crass distortion of punk “shock” tactics. Saatchi saw this behaviour as well as Hirst’s work as relating to the nihilism of Punk: on buying his first piece by Damien Hirst, he stated that 

“I thought of it as punked-over-minimalism - Donald Judd gone mad”

(The Guardian, 4.4.03)

The point here is that neither the artist nor the buyer shows an understanding of the true nature of Punk thinking. Because of the continuing respect given to this movement however, it becomes a good move to relate areas of which one has a vested interest to this philosophy. This is often done by individuals who were clearly not at the races at the time. Saatchi gives this away when he states

“Thatcher created an environment in Britain in which people felt they could escape the roles they had been pushed into. They no longer had to be dropouts and failures. Students such as Damien Hirst felt they could do absolutely anything.”

(The Guardian, 4.4.03)

 Advertising is Saatchi’s strength, and his work at this time is impressive. But he did not understand Punk. We can see parallels with Richard Branson, who made his money from the progressive rock opus ‘Tubular Bells’. Branson also missed Punk but later tried to amend this lack of foresight by signing a plethora of second-rate new wave bands with spiky hair (the excellent Penetration were an exception to this rule). He also signed the Sex Pistols after they had already signed to and been kicked off two other companies. Their creative decline began with their union with Branson. Most of his signings had no lasting merit and he quietly disposed of them just as Saatchi disposes of artists who have not done the job for him. Luckily Branson now collects companies as opposed to Art for which we should all be thankful. After all, would you buy into an art promoted by Richard Branson? 

Stella Vine, the ex Stuckist (a fact of which Saatchi was unaware), is a good example of Saatchi’s thinking and modus operandi. Having mistaken her painting ‘Hi Paul, Can I come Over’, as a powerful work with a Punk aesthetic, he used it to generate publicity for his New Blood show. He saw a package that he could sell, as Vine had a history that included being a stripper; she also had a pretty, vulnerable, almost victim like persona similar to Tracey Emin’s. But both the painting and Vine herself came across as a cartoon version of Punk philosophy. Once the Stuckists had made the connection with Vine clear in the press, Vine was reduced to making strange, confused statements such as “I met the fascists (sorry the Stuckists!) and I learnt about art by default” (Independent) and ended with Saatchi dropping her from his roster, excluding her from his Triumph of Painting shows, and Vine attempting suicide.  The point here is that Saatchi developed a package he thought he could sell and the Stuckists told it how it was. One of the lessons the Stuckists learnt from Punk is that the truth can be a powerful weapon. 

Tracy Emin has made a career of attempting to replicate the antics of John Lydon etc. but has consistently, and tragically missed the point. A cartoon character herself, Emin’s drunken antics will always amuse and impress the likes of Saatchi and Serota but will not hold water with more enlightened thinkers - her appearance on Channel 4 was not Brit art’s equivalent of the Bill Grundy show. Emin even now desperately tries to align herself with Punk Rock to prove how valid she is. Observe this quote from The Independent from 13 May 2005:

“everyday I would potter around my studio, listening to really loud music, The Doors, The Clash” and later on in the same article “...with The Clash blaring ‘White Riot’ at top volume...” just to make sure the message got across.

Earlier on we discussed Ivan Gaskell’s feelings about ‘Woman standing at a Virginal’. The interesting point about Vermeer is that his work is so simple: essentially they are contemporary domestic interiors of the 1650s. We can discuss the significance of the paintings within the paintings and the objects contained within the works, but strip away the (entirely valid) academic discussion and this is what is left. Like Vermeer, Punk was able to articulate contemporary social and domestic issues within simple formats (usually a 2 minute pop song). Of course there are many differences too: Vermeer’s work waits quietly to be discovered whereas Punk was brash, noisy and demanded attention. Perhaps this is why Vermeer was not “discovered” until the end of the 19th Century. We also now live in the Global Village (©Marshall McLuhan). Stuckism understands this, and uses every available means in which to promote it’s ideas.

The True Punk Aesthetic

Do the Stuckists have a point? Are they fighting for the soul of British Art, particularly painting, or are they merely the “bunch of Bayswater Daubists” as coined by Sarah Kent in 2002, Art editor of Time Out? Are they a collection of bad painters who have seen an opportunity to create publicity by pandering to the populist vote? They are certainly not afraid to use the popular press as well as the broadsheets in which to publicise their views. 

There is no doubt that the Stuckists are serious in their criticism of the actions of Saatchi and Serota and of the work they have spent the last few years promoting. They are also serious about their own work. A recent documentary ‘stuckism... it’s a dirty job but someone has to do it’ makes clear not only their opposition to conceptual based work but also their commitment to the values of Stuckism, particularly the quest for authenticity and the value of uncensored expression.

In his paper ‘Punk vs. Architecture’ Brian Scott talks of Punk being:

“a way of addressing creative practice so that the artist remains truly independent and able to freely pursue their work. In fact, it could be said that punk rock really has no defined style... at first glance, there is an aspect of sacrifice involved in being ‘punk’ because one is required to consciously refuse things that are readily offered by society, but the benefit is that this allows each person to re-establish some connection with their own environment, a connection that is sorely missed in the modern tradition”

Critics look for a Stuckist style but there is none. This seems to be difficult for critics to deal with as it doesn’t fit in to their ideas of what a movement should be. If they care to look and read however, they will find connections not just between Stuckist artists but also other artists working independently who have been in the past or are still involved in Punk. John Lurie for example, a punk musician for many years working in New York has recently had a solo show in that city. Compare his ‘Amazing Sex People’ (2003) with Elsa Dax’s ‘Bacchus’ (2000). Lurie has kept to the punk aesthetic now he has turned to painting: 

“...if I just wander into a gallery, I’m horrified. I am moved by work that comes from the gut. Things that are real and visceral. When I go into a gallery randomly, it seems like ‘This blob of plastic is interesting because my parents paid for me to make it’”.

(Art Review, p.82 February 2005)

about punk rock and painting, he states:

“...with painting, I was painting for myself. Then it clicked. The same mechanism, the same gratification - the same following the muse and making it real - happened with painting that used to happen with writing music.”

Lurie has probably never heard of the Stuckists but there is a real connection here. He wants his work to have a “naive quality” but he knows that it’s not really naive but the result of an independent mind who is working with a punk aesthetic - this frees him to paint purely and confidently. He is not afraid to fail or to be ridiculed for his style. Stuckist artists such as Wolf Howard (a Punk musician who still plays Drums for Billy Childish’s band, The Buff Medways), Sexton Ming, a Punk musician for many years, Ella Guru, also still playing with The Deptford Beach Babes, and myself, until recently guitarist with Punk band Penetration totally relate to this philosophy. There is also Billy Childish, a Punk musician of some renown, who co-founded the movement with Charles Thomson.

Other painters with a Punk connection include Dexter Dalwood, formally of the Punk band The Cortinas, and Paul Simonon, formally of The Clash. Both of these artists now make a living from painting. It is interesting that all these examples work not just with paint but are also all figurative. If there is a style within Stuckism then it is figurative painting- other ex punk musicians have seemed to have followed the same path.

Artists who get it wrong

Hirst of course, Tracey Emin and particularly Sarah Lucas, whose work reminds one of the early “punk” sculpture mentioned earlier in the paper. Jake and Dinos Chapman can also be mentioned for their  “shock” tactics that do not shock at all. Gavin Turk’s ‘Pop’ from 1993, a life sized waxwork of himself as Sid Vicious is described in the Time Out companion to the Saatchi Gallery as

“ being laced with ironies and absurdities... Turk is armed only with a toy pistol; his challenge to posterity is a charade.”

(The Saatchi Gallery, p.12 Time Out 2003)

It is certainly absurd - another attempt by an artist to use Punk in order to gain credibility. This work relates much more to Gormley’s ‘Angel of the North’ in which the artist has based the piece on himself. These are both examples of what the Stuckists call “the cult of the ego-artist”.

Artists such as Karen Kilimnik share a “naive” style with some of the Stuckists as well as John Lurie, but the paintings do not quite work. Compare her ‘Ghost of Harlequin in his Stable’ (1996) with Wolf Howards ‘Mrs. Chippy’ (2001). The lack of irony and forced mystery in Howard’s painting gives the work a straightforward power which is not evident in Kilimnick's work. Kilimnick talks of painting being like magic:

“it’s fun being able to paint a big house, or lots of animals and there they are as if they’re mine now.”

(Karen Kilimnick Paintings, no date, edition Patrick Frey)

This forced, Postmodern, knowing innocence gives the game away. Searching for the “inner child” is not about being childish, although critics are often attracted to this in a woman, and it is a good way to get attention, much like a real child. Pop music has many examples of this, where critics are seduced by pretend innocence.

Are the critics wising up?

“Young British Art, in its opening flush, produced some undeniably memorable works, but in most cases, the memory will do. Hirst’s shark, Whiteread’s room, Quinn’s blood head, Emin’s tent, Patterson’s tube map: see them a second or 20th time, and these works can only repeat - or fail to repeat - their initial impact. They don’t, on further acquaintance, accumulate or unfold. You go back for more and what you get is the same again, or less. 

Maybe this is an inherent feature of the kind of art that’s now dominant. It offers the viewer a one-night stand, a holiday fling, rather than the possibility of a developing relationship.

(Tom Lubbock, whilst reviewing Damien Hirst, Marc Quinn and Simon Patterson shows, The Guardian, 14.3.05)

this quote seems to relate to Barzun when he states:

“what I am bringing up for scrutiny, that if modern man’s most sophisticated relation to art is to be casual and humorous, is to resemble the attitude of the vacationer at the fair grounds, then the conception of Art as an all important institution, as a supreme activity of man, is quite destroyed. One cannot have it both ways - art as a sense tickler and a joke is not the same art that geniuses and critics have asked us to cherish and support.” 

(Barzun,J p.17)

Barzun here seems to have predicted the next 20 years of contemporary art when he wrote this.

Explaining Stuckism to a critic

(written the day after the Walker opening)

Just as we were set to leave the show after a last look around, in breezed the celebrity art critic Tim Marlow. He immediately set about criticising the show, stating that “it” had all been done before, and that the “argument” we had with the Art Establishment was a pointless one, as painting was not the poor relation, and the John Moores exhibition next door proved it. He then, because an acquaintance of his had been praising my work, rather weirdly pointed towards it and stated, not realising that the artist was in residence, that there was a Patrick Caulfield next door that was no different to my work.

He also stated that the most interesting member of The Stuckists had left the group, namely Billy Childish, whom he saw as a “William Blake Figure”. It was at this point that I decided to contest some of these statements and asked him why he thought Billy was the most interesting, as the truth is that Billy is no more “interesting” either in his work or in his personality than many artists on show. To call him a “William Blake” figure is over romanticised nonsense, and the deifying of Billy at the expense of the other artists I thought was lazy journalism. Billy’s paintings are average attempts to work in the tradition of Van Gogh and Edvard Munch, and have none of the originality and wit of other Stuckist artists such as Wolf Howard or Philip Absolon. I also explained to him that the only similarity between my work and Caulfield’s was the black line and flat colour, and he was assuming that a similarity in style must also mean a similarity in attitude and meaning, which I also felt was lazy.

There followed some discussion of the role of the critic; I felt that many of them were up their own arses and were also cowards. This was probably a little rude and also a bit of a sweeping statement, for which I now apologise. Marlow’s acquaintance though seemed to agree, adding that there was a “clique” within the establishment. As an example I talked particularly about the critic Charles Derwent of the Independent who had been to see a show called “New Directions in Painting”; he had raved about this show, even though there was no painting in it. I asked Marlow to explain this nonsense.

He seemed very keen to push the merits of the John Moores, which I had been to see the previous day and had felt that the show was, on the whole, dead. I told him that it was “Prog Rock” to the Stuckists “Punk Rock”, and that many of the works in there were the equivalent of noodling 20 minute guitar solos. It was at this point that he said I should be an art critic. Marlow also dragged me off to see a small work in the John Moores of a painting of the artist’s studio that he loved and said was art. It was tempera on paper, was about 5” x 7’’ and looked like a photograph. I told him it was a pointless painting, although very well executed.

I like a lot of what Marlow does, but the ill-informed pontificating had annoyed me. All artists ask for is an informed, honest approach from critics and I felt that this hadn’t been the case during this particular encounter. I’m still not sure that he knew that the work on the wall was mine.

I don’t think there is a moral to this story, and I don’t think it is particularly interesting either, but it happened and I have documented it.

Conclusion

The Stuckists are now at a crossroads. When all is said and done, great art ends any argument and it could be argued that as of this time there has not been a “great” work of art produced by the Stuckists, with the possible exception of Thomson’s ‘Sir Nicolas Serota makes an Acquisitions Decision’, which could be seen as being the equivalent of the Sex Pistols ‘Anarchy in the UK’. Recently some of the work promoted by the Stuckist website has been of a poor standard, with the attitude of the artists concerned being seen as more important than the work they have produced. 6 years down the line, it is time to walk it like they talk it. Can the Stuckists move on and produce a ‘London Calling’, or are they condemned to daub away in their allegedly technically limited way, hoping for an influential young critic to stick their neck out and state the validity of their movement? A proposed donation of £500,000 worth of work to the Tate was recently turned down by Serota who stated in his letter

“We do not feel the work is of sufficient quality in terms of accomplishment, innovation or originality of thought to warrant preservation in perpetuity in the national collection.”

(“Tate rejects £500,000 gift from ‘unoriginal’ Stuckists’ The Times, July 28th 2005)

No surprise there then. It could be argued however that the argument here is “never mind the quality, feel the originality”, as if being original is what great art is all about. The work of the aforementioned chimpanzee was probably original. The use of elephant dung is original. Vermeer’s work was not “original”; it was just better than other artists working at the same time. This attitude on behalf of the Tate also comes back to the arguments put forward by Barzun regarding the kind of work being promoted. Serota also stated in his letter that he wanted to ensure that “the Tate archive, as the national record of art in Britain, properly represents the contribution of the Stuckist movement to debates about contemporary art in recent years”. It seems that, as Thomson states, “he wants to record our thoughts, to hear what we are saying, but will not allow the public to see our work.”

Have I learnt anything from this paper? Is the connection I have made between Punk and Stuckism a valid one? Does the idea of “Punk” really matter at all, and is it something to be cherished? Punk taught us a lot about ourselves as a nation, both the positive and the negative aspects, and I feel it is a reasonable task to go back, look at what we learnt then and see how far we have come. Personally I feel it is still too early to say whether this paper has any validity, but if I have to come to a conclusion it would be the usual one, that of the powerful and influential few dictating to the more enlightened as to what is right and what is wrong. Surely if Serota was doing his job, he should have accepted this work whether he personally likes it or not, and regardless of any personal issues. Whatever anyone may feel about Stuckism, it is now part of the world of Contemporary British Art and this achievement should be reflected within the national collection. 

Punk never professed to have any answers, and neither should the Tate, but what it should do is reflect what is happening so the public can make their own minds up. Anyone who thinks they know all the answers is a fool. Arrogance is a trap we can all fall into, but that shouldn’t stop us from having an opinion:

“This enquiry has led to my having many unpleasant and formidable enemies, and has given rise to many calumnies. And I am called wise, for my hearers always imagine that I myself possess the wisdom that I find wanting in others: but the truth is that God only is wise; and by his answer he intends to show that the wisdom of men is worth little or nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is only using my name by way of illustration, as if he said, He is the wisest, who, like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth worth nothing. And so I go about the world, obedient to the god, and search and make enquiry into the wisdom of anyone, whether citizen or stranger, who appears to be wise; and if he is not wise, then I show him he is not wise; and my occupation quite absorbs me, and I have no time to give to any public matter of interest or to any concern of my own, but I am in utter poverty through my service of the god.”

Socrates, as told by Plato (Livingstone, R p.27)

Or, as Billy Childish, founding member of The Stuckists put it when singing about Brit Art:

“Is it Art or is it arse?!”
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