John Fox

Exploring to fulfil a genuine need

John Fox is poet, printmaker and the Artistic Director of Welfare State International, which he co-founded with Sue Gill and others in 1968. After touring around the world creating mayhem for nearly three decades, inventing fire shows, huge lantern parades and generating massive street carnival bands, WSI continues to pioneer celebratory art and site-specific theatre in the community. These Pathological Optimists are now working in Ulverston (the birthplace of Stan Laurel) in the Lake District, between Trident mega-death and Wordsworth deodorant.

Their early work is described in Engineers of the Imagination by Baz Kershaw and Tony Coult (£12.00), and their current explorations of vernacular art and rites of passage are being documented in their Dead Good Guides. The first of these, The Dead Good Funeral Book (price £9.50), has just been published. These and further information are available from: Welfare State International, Lantern House, 

The Ellers, Ulverson, Cumbria A12 0AA 

(telephone 01229 581127, fax 01229 581232)

 

Freedom Machine

It’s been a hard job changing gear, because people demand we conform to our existing style of avant-garde street theatre, fire shows and community turn-ons. Certain arts officers virtually bang your head against toilet walls demanding jolly spectacle. And I have to say: I’m sorry, we’re not doing that any more. Not only are we not doing it, but we don’t believe in it. We change our skin a bit every three years (and completely every seven years), and some people get upset because they don’t know what we are going to do, they can’t quantify us any more.

Why did you no long believe in that work?

Very simply, large-scale fire show spectacles were becoming spectator sports. There were more and more companies in Europe doing this, whether it’s Comediants or Archaos or la Fura dels Baus, and it’s just about more novelty. There’s a science fiction story by Keith Roberts about how the fools in a culture, or the theatre people, are used quite deliberately in order to give the rest of the population an excitement. And they want more excitement, so eventually the theatre buffoons have to take more and more risks. In one of their shows a performer gets killed and the buffoons refuse to do any more because they were just being used to give vicarious entertainment escape for those who have to suffer most of the time. It doesn’t fundamentally change anything. It just gives an illusion, another dramatic vanity. And that’s the problem. We were getting drawn into such spectator consumerism when there are more fundamental needs to be satisfied.

It might be more important to improve funerals, for example. We’ve learned statement management and making skills; we’ve done a certain amount of philosophical and aesthetic questioning, so why don’t we look at such occasions, if our job is in any way to make our lives a bit more pleasurable or tolerable?

And give them more meaning?

And give them more meaning. Let’s improve funerals, coffins and liturgies. Get them away from the stereotyped predictable patterns that they’ve been in for years – that are expensive and life-defeating. Once you start looking at vernacular ceremonies, you soon realise there’s a whole set of other areas, like naming children, announcing partnerships or buying houses for instance, where people will go on through the old models just like puppets because there-s nothing else being offered.

I think a lot of art’s like that. Why do people go to the theatre? Why do we go to a rave? We are probably exploring to fulfil a genuine need. But very often we’re given substitutions or illusions that are not good enough – like some package holidays. Why don’t more people build their own houses in Britain? Is it because the banks won’t lend money? Is it because land isn’t available? Is it because there aren’t the skills? You could teach kids at school to build houses instead of all this excessive focus on competitive sport, which in my experience encourages people to win at all violent cost. Whereas building a house is a very straightforward, exciting experience, far better for team building. The process of building can be as dramatic as anything in theatre; elf-build projects which volunteers generate skills, accommodation and a real sense of achievement.

At the moment Welfare State are building their own house outside. What are you planning to use it for?

We have a half-built barn, a traditional Cumbrian crook barn, with great oaks from the shores of Windermere, that we have sliced up the middle and shaped into two halves. It looks like buildings that were built around here 300 years ago, except that we’ve used cranes and chain saws. People who come into it find it very beautiful. It instinctively gives them a sense of uplift. People say: The building is dancing. So the environment itself is positiv3ely generous and stimulating.

It will be used as a workshop for making whatever needs making, whether it’s lanterns for our annual lantern festival or whether it’s shadow puppetry say in the winter when we might have it as a little cosy story-telling space. But the stories we’ll tell will also be stories that have grown out of the site, stories about the barn or the woodcock or the river. Some of this is very rural imagery. It’s relatively rural here, but it’s not just as simple as that. You have to ask: Why is the heron coming in from the bay to eat the fish in the river? Is it because there aren’t any fish in Morecambe Bay? Because maybe they’ve been killed with effluent and pollution. So from working what’s immediately under your feet, you get a wider iconography which eventually starts to take in more global patterns.

The people who will come to see the stories are people that we’ve worked with, who’ve made the lanterns or might be in one of the street bands we’re also in. So it’s a community of shared interests. And then there might be a special night when there’s a special storyteller and we put on new shadow plays and so on. But the imagery is known to people. How you interpret it in a slightly more idiosyncratic or imaginative or personal way may be more original, but they are stories of a specific community. Whether they would work anywhere else I don’t know. They might do if they were sufficiently universal – but for the time being we are re-inventing stories from the base.

And then as well as the barn we’ll also make a garden with sculptures and comic imagery that people can identify with and play with. They’re on a low threshold, so people can easily cross it and easily copy what we’re making. And then you spill out from that – so that it’s making this place we’re in now a pleasanter place to be, with well-designed fabrics and furniture instead of all this stuff we got from business suppliers. So that everything around us – like in a William Morris house or a Mackintosh house – is considered. It’s considered from the point of function and aesthetics, but it is also considered for its mythology, with its linking narrative line.

And that then takes us on to building a ceremonial space. Now, few of the population practise Christianity so the forms of the available ceremonies for weddings and namings aren’t really appropriate. Church architecture, with its cross form, with all its hierarchy, with a man dressed in black in the pulpit at the front; everything about it is forcing a certain thought pattern. So we need a new architecture. These are big thoughts which will take a long time to implement, but clearly our current architecture does not reflect our changing spiritual needs. So, like our lantern festivals and community celebrations, this is another prototype.

The building isn’t about refurbishment; it’s about building the whole thing as an artwork which has a series of functions – including a spiritual and mythological function. Then there’s the question of what imagery we’ll use within it, and whether the building itself has a certain symbolic form. In one of my more romantic fantasies, I saw the lift as a tear falling from the moon. There was this wonderful crystal, pear-shaped lift floating up and down a glass shaft. So (apart from laying a pantheistic tragedy upon the moon) the function, the engineering and the poetry will all be entwined.

If you build a space which is very beautiful, which helps people focus their energy in a relaxed way, what performance do you put into that space? Do you put any performance in:? Who does the performance? Why do you have performance? When do you have the performance? Do you have it every full moon? Do you have it every winter when it’s dark and people get miserable? In the summer do you open up all the walls of the building and just have it as a massive place where people can come and exchange stories?

They’re intriguing questions which we’re going to try and solve. We are only just beginning and it will take us another three years. We’ve got to make the poetry concrete because talking is only the start. This is the cerebral foundation, but we then have to make the image physically. It’s the power of the poetry made concrete which gives it a strong inspirational value – and it’s fund as well to have wind and fire sculptures which through their interplay are an accessible reflection of elemental change. The form of all that cuts across normal patterns of language and thought, because we will make a thing rather than a purely intellectual construction. It has a conceptual base of course, but by making it into an object, people can then make their own mind up about it, as they do with any art object. If its image and symbol resonate strongly and laterally enough, people will value it.

And it’s achieving this in practice which has become what you do as a performance or takes the place of performance?

All the works we’ve every done have been like that. We might do a two-month residency and produce a very intense piece at the end with strong images and strong archetypes, using all sorts of given theatre techniques: dance, acting, music and so on, but then the whole residence would be a complete work, not just the show at the end. The Glasgow lantern processions took us eighteen months, and that was one solid piece of work, with one climactic point at the end where it was all brought together for a few hours. In that case the whole of Strathclyde was included through a network of hundreds of community groups. In Barrow we did seven years’ work, with a series of performances, poems, epic stories, docudramas, operas, pantomimes, song cycles and carnival fire shows, etc, all separate strands in one big tapestry. That tapestry – Shipyard Tales – was the work. There were many spin-offs left behind including a choir, writers’ groups and a big drumming band. Six years later, most of these continue and grow and much of Barrow’s cultural regeneration was stimulated by our catalyst.

Lantern House is another complete work which is going to take a few years to complete. Building a building which is much more than a building – will also have more spin-offs into the local economy. The question we always come up against is: How do you earn a living? - the famous phrase. And we’re now looking at that crossover between imaginative creativity, the art work, and the wider questions about gainful occupation. Can we even provide real employment? Can the engineering and metalworking skills left over from the declining shipyard be used to make musical instruments for the percussion and brass bands that are growing in popularity in the neighbourhood? And if we have to persuade tourists to come here, can we sell them any of these inventions? It’s a strange paradox because what’s happened in a lot of the world is indigenous cultures have been destroyed through commodification, imperialism of the market economy and voyeurism of the exotic. You go to Bali now and as a tourist virtually get monkey dance ceremonies twice nightly. I am wondering now if in Ulverston we gave people a postcard of a non-existent rain ceremony, they may take it away and eventually decide themselves that what they need to do is make their own rain ceremonies in their back garden.

So it’s not packaging itself which you think is the problem?

I can’t see anything wrong with dynamic presentation, trading or exchanging, but motivation is the key. How do you subvert our fantasy market economy if you don’t want to work from the profit motive? Let’s set it up deliberately as a tourist venue, a theme park, a garden centre. People will come on a Saturday afternoon to see one set of things but they might then discover others: Oh, that might be an interesting way to name a child, I never thought I could come here for wedding photographs! I am convinced the need is there, but what we have to try and find, as always, us the meeting ground where new ideas meet populist forms. We have to ensure that our audience have a power over those forms and they don’t just become a suffocating veneer which sucks out the real need, the real truth, the edge of it.

The idea of art you’re advocating sounds quite utilitarian.

It’s practical but it’s not utilitarian because it’s full of an energy or attitude that has a spiritual intention. It is certainly a work of the hands and the body, but in our culture that is so head-based and talkative it’s no bad thing to think with the fingers. And it’s no bad thing either that as well as having practical functions and being a relaxing place to visit, dedicated to celebrations of all kinds (including funerals), the building and grounds will also be a folly with comic elements where we can all laugh at our pretensions. There will be loads of ridiculous windmills, eccentric waterspouts and random sound sculptures for instance.

We’re still making an experimental art work – it’s taken two years already, it’s going to take another three, it will probably take another five after that – what we’ll have at the end is a finite folly which will contain within it all these questions made concrete in some form, with some solutions and lots of ambiguities and paradoxes. But it will be a thing, which will I suppose in a way be a kind of comic microcosm. I don’t particularly believe in utopianism because I believe it leads to fascism, but I think we can create an example so that people can come and find things here which are built on slightly different premisses, where they don’t have to be competitive, where they can play freely, where they’re not being ripped off by huge profit margins, where they can share things with their family or their neighbour and nobody’s going to threaten them – and which is continually changing. So it’s an ideal and it will be playful and fun. It’s about having a good time and playing, but it isn’t just hedonistic. You can’t feel good if you don’t know where the fuck you are on the planet, or have no gainful occupation or job. It’s asking these questions and it’s coming up with some very tentative ways out which make people feel stronger for a short time. To that extent the art work moves out from the artwork inevitably into a kind of miniature comic transitory society.

Welfare State’s always been- hopefully – a team of true clowns. As Guardians of the Unpredictable, we generate chaos and don’t take ourselves too seriously. In interviews it’s hard to make the reader laugh aloud but there’s a lot of humour in our work. So what we may make is not a palace of weddings – it’s probably going to be more like a ghost train than a cathedra. It will have within it a series of levels and people can take from it what hey want. Hopefully people will drive off into the night laughing or laugh when they find their car has disappeared for good.

 

 

 

 

 

