Percy, Ignatz and the postman

 

There was a peacock in Northtown that fell in love with a burglar alarm. When its mate died, it pined before the screeching noise, preening in the middle of a busy road, causing chaos. Fortunately, the property owners returned from Tenerife, turned off the alarm and all was nearly well. The peacock’s tragedy though was compounded because the media named this wonderful, mythical, unpredictable, wailing creature … Percy.

Are we artists Percy Peacocks seduced by a bleeping market economy full of dead capital where no-one is at home?

In the real life comic strip of Welfare State International there has always been a similar courtship triangle ‘twixt public, artist and patron.

In our case, Patron Pup is the public funding bodies, mainly the Arts Council, Regional Arts Boards and local authorities. We are a tiny (very creative) mouse, and the public seems to be a fat cat getting thinner.

As in the Herriman comics, the landscape changes in each frame. Well, we’ve adapted to that, but now the principal players are each being driven on to different planets where mutual relationships, let alone triangular ones, are impossible to enjoy.

 

I see most administrator funder-Pups trapped in dying bureaucratic empires of imperialist scale, clogged by committees, politics, history, distance, employment law, careers, pensions, public relations, millennium strategies, the next Year of Edible Farts, feasibility studies, lottery lollipops, output quantifiers, computer reprogramming and probably good taste itself.

Artists are forced into themselves and anaesthetised through distracting competitions, compulsory tendering, marketing seminars, form filling, excessive forward planning, interminable meetings, pc rationalisations and the rotten twin carrots of stardom and style.

We have to relate to the dominant culture of the market economy where the purpose of art has now been redefined as education, interpretation, heritage, tourism, therapy, investment, decoration, leisure, surrogate social work and urban regeneration in jargon such as ‘site specific time-based live art with community outreach implications’.

And the public? A fat and fearful cat, terrorised and de-skilled by experts. Educated into passive consumerism. Trapped on Planet Hierarchy, where the old taboo of death is ruthlessly maintained and exploited. Isolated in a fake competitive structure where greed and violence are endemic and the media pulp-pump Royal Soaps and Olympics Adrenalin is a convenient if expensive narcotic.

Depressing? Do you feel you are losing vitality? Are the goal posts mysteriously moving on your planet yet again? Do you suffer nausea and indigestion, or tiredness and irritability brought on by guilt and the stressful luxury of too much choice? Do you have enough time for what really matters? Has original vision long gone from your life?

Well, take Krazy Kat!

In one strip Krazy asks Mr Bee: "Do you think Mr Bee, that what happened yesterday will happen again?"

"It most certainly will, Krazy. History, events, accidents, thoughts, jokes, you, I, everything and nothing must repeat itself. Everything is just nothing repeating itself … ashes to ashes is the best repeating act we do … so don’t worry, it’ll happen."

So is death a way forward?

I am not cynical. Facing the void directly is a deal more life-enhancing (and scary) than consuming a lot of art. In an attempt to move away from the gladiatorial titillation of spectacular fireshows and the irrelevant exotica of much touring commodity theatre, Welfare State International has gone back to Rites of Passage. After all, that’s where theatre started.

Why are so many funerals so inadequate for both the dead and the bereaved? Let theatre artists apply their skills to these occasions where there is a real need. So we are painting biodegradable cardboard coffins and organising training for new celebrants.

Then there is facilitating the naming of children and announcing partnerships. Creating small ceremonies for moments that are wonderful and significant.

And building buildings. Another real bit of vernacular art that side steps the mortgage (and gives your hands real blisters too). At our base in Cumbria we have demolished an air raid shelter over a hidden beck, created a garden and are erecting a cruck barn and a fantasy folly, a poets’ tower on the edge of the poisoned sea. A sanctuary for artists, administrators and public to play. A centre for secular ceremonies where we can all create freely, experiment outside the rules and communicate with like-minded groups around the world.

We are also making woodcuts for pamphlets to illustrate these prototypes of vernacular art and, using our computers, plan to ship them electronically between the many cliches of the internet super highway.

The annual Ulverston September Lantern Festival should continue for many years too. Started by us over twelve years ago, we have nearly handed it over complete to the Lantern Supporters’ Club. Hundreds of local people make beautiful giant sculptural lanterns which flow through the town in four long rivers of light.

By documenting this for a prestigious book we will offer a further example of the way fine art can descend to the streets. Its example has become a model used round the world and in February we continue in Toronto where we are researching lanterns made of ice.

Beyond this we are creating installations in ‘non-standard venues’. Through the work of our hands and some direct contact and simple story telling we continue to demonstrate that that primary creativity, and community, is possible and is a strong catalyst for change.

If this catalogue of pathological optimism hasn’t melted the claws of winter, then go to Hauterives, in the Drome, to see the wondrous Palais Idéal of the village Postman Facteur Cheval. Here you can play hide and seek in the joyful concrete grotto he constructed, in his spare time, in his garden, between 1879 and 1912.

One day on his twenty kilometre post round he kicked a fossil which inspired him to work single handedly, pushing a wheelbarrow full of rocks, day and night, for his visionary cornucopia of wild creativity.

Tunnels and towers are encrusted with mythological birds and carved poems. Giants and angels, dogs and soldiers, temples and fossils fountain in a coral reef of the imagination. Modelled with love and energy it is revealed so that we can make our own connections. Here nothing in us is dwarfed by the experience and we too are inspired to make our own art.

Like all so-called naif art it will make you question the set up of our existing cultural industries. Made completely without subsidy then sanctified by the surrealists, it became derelict, was condemned to demolition by one Minister of the Arts, then rescued by Malraux for six million francs.

Now a hundred thousand tourists visit every year, laughing and snapping and videoing images of themselves in its aura. It also provides a small village with virtually its total income and employment.

But would it get planning permission today? Would le Facteur Cheval gain an NVQ in grotto building? Would his magnificent gesture of crystallised anarchy be tolerated at all? Or Worse still, would original vision be completely ignored?

I had to ask this after our recent ‘On the Street’ project in Northtown. On August Bank Holiday Sunday we are running to the climax. It had taken a year’s planning. Over one hundred people are on the ground rising to the final drumming, processing and celebrating. Energy is high.

At 7 am singing milkmen and a dawn chorus delivered milk bottles full of poems. Kilns were firing all night. Cantankerous wheely bins proclaim carnival; geese, in full costume, dance from their allotment and even the peacock is freed from his neurotic courtship routine.

A heavy thirty foot juggernaut elephant tower pushed by fifty children of wide cultural diversity had been paraded down an endless magic carpet nailed to the tarmac of Black and White Streets.

It’s late afternoon. Soon lanterns will be lit and fireworks explode as the top of the tower opens before three thousand people. Here on the site of Holywell (now concreted over) our terrace street tower is up-ending, ready for another fountain of creativity to burst forth.

There are just a few hours to go. But what has happened to the promoters and sponsors? A sad disappearing act again.

Even the best Offissa Pups (and the best mice) I am afraid ARE being driven to separate planets.

But Ignatz (the mouse) and I and Welfare State International? Well, we’re off with the Facteur Cheval. Percy Peacock’s coming too. We’ve got a sack of bricks and we’re all going to build amazing grottoes. It’s a way of life. As Krazy Kat, Offissa Pup and Santa have sussed, they’ll have to hitch a ride. I guess the love triangle could perhaps be re-activated on a single planet. Why not? We’re all in it together.

Meanwhile, as it’s Yuletide, we could lob a few bricks (and a bit of holly) down your chimney this year. Unless you’re in Tenerife that is!

Whatever, have a Visionary New Year.

John Fox is the Artistic Director of the celebratory arts company Welfare State International, which he co-founded with Sue Gill and others in 1968. Tel: 01229 581127.

