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            ‘Art doesn’t interest me. Only artists interest me.’

            Marcel Duchamp

             

            ‘Anything is possible – even conceptual art.’

            John Cage
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            I.

If you believe Yoko Ono was your favourite Beatle explain why in book form.

            II.

1. Write a book based on a true story.

2. What was Yoko Ono doing before 7 November 1967?

3. Embroider.

            III.

Vitriol.

            IV.

Strategy.

            V.

Begin anywhere.

         

      

   


   
      
         
2
            zero • introduction

         

         This is a book about Yoko Ono, and some other artists she met and worked with, taking on the avant-garde and collectively planning a future. John Lennon will not be mentioned. This is her world, and we can’t let all of that other business blot out the light.

         On the other hand, it would be silly to pretend that you can write a book about Yoko Ono without ever getting to John Lennon. There, it’s already been done. Twice. On the first page. Johnandyoko, oh Yoko, bottoms, bed-ins, and all that etc.

         Maybe that’s it. So you know where you are, just in case you started wondering. It’s that Yoko, and from now on, it’s all Yoko.

         Then again … Did Yoko Ono actually exist before John Lennon? Is she born – named, known and notorious – only after John Lennon and all his raging energy flows into her life? She first came across him in an art gallery in London in 1966, when they were fashionable places to be seen if you were a pop star, or any kind of entertainer. She was taking her art seriously, he wasn’t in the mood to. She was the more experimental, he was more the performer. They could easily have looked past each other and never met.

         She was the Yoko Ono best known in 1960/1 for the short series of events and activities she organised in her cold-water Lower Manhattan loft with the experimental composer La Monte Young. They were initiat­ing a new kind of scene, but every participant was an individual, not interested in being part of a movement or a follower.

         She was the Yoko Ono best known in 1962 for displaying works in the process of realisation in obscure underground art galleries, the Yoko Ono whose paintings came in the form of instructions.

         The Yoko Ono inviting others to participate in a long-running artistic process exploring the relationship between mind and things that for a while looked like it might only have an audience of hundreds. The Yoko 3Ono who was different at different times. The Yoko Ono as a social agent dividing the world into two groups more than any other artist: those who understood avant-garde art and those who not only didn’t understand avant-garde art, but actively disliked it and could not see a place for it in the grand scheme of things. The Yoko Ono who had three husbands, each one helping her become herself in different ways.

         Or the Yoko Ono who turned her fame and fortune into an extended absurdist performance. The Yoko Ono who often felt like just screaming into the void.

         The Yoko Ono who was accused of making her third marriage strange and unlovely and infecting her husband with slapdash extremism, break­ing up his supremely popular and beloved group, and dragging him over to the dark side, ruining his innocence.

         The John Lennon who was never widely accused of disrupting her momentum, pulling her away from her place, breaking up the group she was in and dropping her into tabloid hell.

         This is a book about Yoko Ono in which it’s another John, the philosopher-musician John Cage, who helps her become an artist, some­times by following through on some of his ideas, sometimes by breaking away from his thinking and continuing with her own. He helps her understand things she understood her whole life, but in a new way.

         She first came across the genial, devious John Cage in the late 1950s in a classroom in New York, where he was teaching a few stray dissidents how to think conceptually in the area of art and music. He did this mostly through urging his students to experiment with their lives – to try out different lives – and develop strategies for coping, because if you were avant-garde, you were a kind of deserter, you were hiding in the woods. It might be a lonely life, spent mostly as a fugitive lurking in the margins. And if it wasn’t a lonely life, you’d still have a lot to deal with.

         When John Cage first smiled at her after one of his talks, she thought, I know exactly what he means. We are links in a chain. We are all a necessary part of an important search, for which there is no end. Being an artist is as much about building a higher awareness as it is about making things.

         4Then, when she put on the first night’s musical and artistic activity at the Chambers Street loft, in front of a handful of curious onlookers, John Cage was there, and so was the elusive, vital Marcel Duchamp, who, rumour had it at the time, had revolutionised art – and as we can see more clearly, and darkly, in the twenty-first century, in one way or another, because facts can be distorted, revolutionised the lives we all lead. He had certainly inspired John Cage to see that art, and music, may be discovered everywhere.

         When Duchamp first smiled at Yoko, it was just a glance, a nod, a gesture, but simply that he was in the same room as her, sharing a moment, obliquely approving her movements, was all the advice she needed. Anything is possible, even turning your life into a work of art.

         The rest was up to her.
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            one • prediction

         

         
            Here’s Yoko Ono, introducing herself. I’m a spirit in the world. I’m a woman. I’m a human being. I have agency. I have a voice. I don’t give a fuck. I’m violent in my desire for peace. I go with the flow. I’m valued. I’m not valued. I’m beautiful. I’m a cruel joke. I’m talking to anyone who will listen and those who won’t. I am the avant-garde. I am beyond the avant-garde. I’m alone. I’m not the only one. Fuck you. I’m not going to disappear.

            The Yoko Ono who for many just appeared out of some kind of fog in about 1967. There she was, an unknown from an unknown country. For some, where she had come from was somewhere not worth knowing and she was here purely in order to declare war on the order of things, so as to bother people who decided she didn’t belong where she ended up. It would be best all in all if she just went back to wherever it was she had come from and was never heard of again. She deeply troubled people, for being so different, for thinking and seeing and hearing things differently, for, so it seemed, breaking the world, and breaking promises she’d never even made.

            The Yoko Ono who has only just started.

            The Yoko Ono who knew without art there is only fiction. Without art there is only order. Without art there is no way forward. Without art nothing happens next. Without art everything is forgotten.

            The Yoko Ono starring in a history of avant-garde art, perception, sound and language as viewed through the life, style and experiences, through the dreams, actions, objects, the terrors, disasters and traumas, the marriages, collaborations and close calls, the influences, inspirations, the masking and unmasking of Yoko Ono.

            The Yoko Ono who was the first avant-garde artist many had any knowledge of, who, for some, took the whole weight of the perceived 6silliness of the avant-garde on her shoulders, as though she was the only representative.

            The Yoko Ono longing for magical transformation.

            The Yoko Ono continually on the hunt for a new home, always finding new comrades and challenges and collaborators. Discovering new life, new ways of being after a series of traumas – violence, exile, separation, miscarriage, cultural limbo, populist and patronising hatred that was all at once racist, sexist, misogynistic, a monument to ignorance and insensitivity. The devastating violent loss of a partner, soulmate, playmate, other half, and the afterlife of that part­nership, a new exile, with all of the assimilation of the previous traumas, which also were magnified and constantly emphasised by a constant hardening of the mainstream coverage of her.

            The Yoko Ono claiming equal rights as a female artist to selfish­ness and artistic self-obsession generally the province of men.

            The Yoko Ono whose very existence was an act of rebellion.

            The Yoko Ono who focused on realities and worlds that some people just didn’t want to see.

            The Yoko Ono who was once asked, ‘What do you think will be your legacy?’ – and she sighed, ‘They’re going to make it up anyway, but I hope they are a bit kinder to me than they are now.’ ‘They’ were those who were always fighting her, for some crime against humanity, or something. ‘They’ wanted her dead, sometimes it seemed simply for breathing, or perhaps because she talked about breathing being important, precious, something. ‘Now’ could have been any time after the mid-to later sixties and the early part of the twenty-first century, after which there was a change in the air, as she was gradually blown into a different part of history. She didn’t believe in legacy, she said, and if her work is inspirational and encouraging and joyful after she dies, that’s beautiful, and she would be thankful. If not, she can’t com­plain, that’s fine too.

            The Yoko Ono who dealt in her own calm, subversive way with being lied about and summarily dismissed as part of some 7long-running international trolling campaign to keep her quiet and even remove her from sight, because her art was sinister and point­less, because the assumption was she was tricking everyone to get some attention.

            The Yoko Ono who more or less before anyone else or around the same time as a handful of others thinking of the same thing put lan­guage on the wall of a gallery and left things open, so a passing viewer could complete the thought and develop the idea, for real, using their own instincts, the power of their own imagination, or not.

            The Yoko Ono who was in favour of intangible ideas and the con­ceptual above material aspects, and what they might reveal about ourselves and the world around us, how ideas could transform thought and in that way change the world, or propose the possibility of a world that can be changed.

            The Yoko Ono who wanted people to understand her perspective on a variety of subjects, for no other reason than that if she managed to express herself, to get something out of her system, to surprise herself, get to know herself, explore the impossible, complete some emotional circuit, it became a form of protection, which she needed in a world that threatened her in all sorts of ways, from apocalyptic to just plain mean, scary and prejudiced. Life could be wild in the worst sense of the word, as though it was just about to tip over into an abyss, and believing that the world was a better place because she was in it, working things out, leaving little clues to whoever might be looking her way, gave her some peace.

            The Yoko Ono exploring a lack of concrete identity status decades before that would even begin to make sense to a wider culture.

            The Yoko Ono who was blamed for how she was misunderstood, because obviously it was her fault that she was suspected of foul play.

            The Yoko Ono who sometimes felt frightened of being Yoko Ono. It ended up being a lot to take on.

            The Yoko Ono who was ‘mindful’ and meditative decades before it became a worldwide digitally distributed lifestyle mantra, regularly 8issuing brief comments, recommendations and suggestions in order to influence behaviour or change a mind or two or point out some­thing she was thinking that others might like to try, or not. As relentless often lone campaigner, constant whimsical recorder and collector of everyday activities and feelings ranging from the banal to the profound, habitual designer of all kinds of self-portraits and random confessions, seeing art in everything she did, saw, docu­mented and captioned, the permanent presenter of herself in everyday life, she imagined a world that eventually everyone would live in, for better or worse.

            The Yoko Ono who decided, as one or two had before her, and a few at the same time in the paranoid, xenophobic America of the 1950s, to make something based on the quality or distinction of her thoughts that appeared to belong in the art world, but only by acci­dent or coincidence or because there was nowhere else for it to belong.

            The Yoko Ono who once said: ‘The job of an artist is not to destroy but to change the value of things … in order to change the value of things, you’ve got to know about life and the situation of the world.’

            The Yoko Ono who waged battle against the heroic and exclusively male legend of the avant-garde, which never went down well, com­bined with her refusal to view mass culture with suspicion.

            The Yoko Ono who prepared people for understanding simply how to inhabit the earth, on a planet that if it managed to survive would always be a very strange place to live.

            The Yoko as lightning rod where what you think of her says more about you than her.

            The Yoko Ono who even when she was running a multi-million-dollar business and curating the legacy of a legend never abandoned the avant-garde world that had been her salvation, and sometimes her ruin. A no-nonsense uncompromising avant-garde artist, she none­theless had the background to manage money and family reputation without being overwhelmed.

            9The Yoko Ono who said, ‘I was a rebel even in the avant-garde.’

            The Yoko Ono who finds herself, like it was always meant to be, in a barely lit chilly room, somewhere a little off-kilter, in a city always building itself up to be more than a city, with three master avant-garde titans, all up to something at various stages of their life. It was as if just by being together they had made up a space that was at the centre of the world, and not just their world, and also at the edge of the world, where they liked to be, all the better to make sense of things, and indulge their passions and obsessions. There were a few others in the room as well, the kind that like to make connections one way or another and find space to move and think, but notably these three obsessives, John Cage, Marcel Duchamp and George Maciunas, deep in an avant-garde state of mind – not necessarily wondering what the avant-garde was, or, if it was anything, where it came from. They were all in their own way committed to building the new, curious about ideas and the execution of ideas. They found themselves together in this room at the centre of things and in the middle of nowhere because of Yoko Ono, and her obsessions, which shared certain characteristics with theirs. She was in her mid-to late twen­ties, the most obscure she would ever be, destined in some ways to remain unknown. She had something to say, and something to show, about how to go forward, and how things as fragile as a thought, a dream, a legend can go on and on.

            The Yoko Ono who is always here in spirit even when she seems to go missing.
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            two • definition

         

         The original military term ‘avant-garde’ slipped across into an artistic context around 1825, 108 years before Yoko Ono was born, when various factors including revolution and industrialisation were creating a traumatic break with the past as conceived and controlled by monarchy, aristocrats, academics and Christianity. It started to be used in an artistic context when there was a greater sense of a history of art, of a sequential series of developments and movements leading to the emergence of ‘the modern’, sometime during the three major revolutions in France ending with the February Revolution in 1848.

         A follower of the early nineteenth-century French political theorist, pioneering socialist thinker and idiosyncratic aristocratic social reformer Henri de Saint-Simon, the mathematician and banker Olinde Rodrigues, finessing and organising Saint-Simon’s own illuminating but sometimes erratic thinking, drew parallels between that agile, mobile part of an army that goes into battle ahead of the rest and the artists trying out new artistic forms, to reflect changing times and new technological and psychological demands.

         Rodrigues connected the especially skilled independent advanced guard scouting the terrain ahead and contacting the enemy with artists who are the first to discover and distribute new ideas and use non-conformist techniques to break new ground, discover new paths and recklessly seek adventure, sometimes for its own sake. Artists should serve as a vanguard for the people, moving ahead of the more practical scien­tists and industrialists in order to map out progress and social possibility before anyone else, to introduce things never seen or done or even thought by anyone else.

         There was also the idea, as with the military avant-garde heading out into unknown territory, that the avant-garde artist didn’t necessarily know where they were going, but they were the first ones to get there. They 11exposed themselves to greater risks from the enemy, who were all around them ready to pounce – or not even there and completely indifferent, posing imagined, existential threats – but they possessed greater strategic and tactical advantages if they surprised an unprepared enemy.

         Saint-Simon himself was often the first to get somewhere and wrong­foot the enemy, those who angrily disagreed with him, as he worked out what a new society was going to look like in the aftermath of tumultuous times and how the transformation of society is always accompanied by a significant transformation of knowledge. He had made money during the first French Revolution, shapeshifting and changing his name to avoid the guillotine or exile, fought on the Amer­ican side in the War of Independence in the 1780s, and lost his fortune and lavish lifestyle in the early 1800s, living in near-poverty for the last twenty years of his life.

         He mentored and collaborated with the philosopher Auguste Comte, who is seen as the original social scientist and founder of sociology. Together they coined the term positivism, which viewed social reality through the filter of science and scientific principles. Positivism set con­trolled limits which were at the opposite end of the spectrum to limitless artistic avant-garde thinking, but which could include procedural, exper­imental elements.

         Seeking ways to reconstruct society after the French Revolution and the dangers of a new Napoleonic monarchy, Saint-Simon’s many-sided ideol­ogy was mostly optimistically directed towards the future. His romantic utopian view of the transformative benefits of industry and industrialisa­tion (a word he coined) meant he considered the Industrial Revolution to be more significant than the French Revolution, as a potential way of making life better for all people, and raising the living standards of the lower classes. Saint-Simon audaciously envisioned a total scientific trans­formation of Western civilisation, believing in positivism as a new philosophy for the educated and at the same time a religion for the masses. Visionary industrialisation controlled by scientific guidance would mean that poverty, war and class struggles would disappear.

         12Wherever his restless curiosity took him, Saint-Simon’s work, at a decisive point in European intellectual history, was always based in hope for a better world that was somewhere between naive and knowing, between the sentimental and the organisational. His aim as a proto-futurist, as much as a proto-socialist, proto-technocrat, proto-sociologist and ultimately proto-avant-garde impresario, was to develop things that are valuable to life.

         Always looking for new ways to analyse new circumstances, Saint-Simon had himself used the term ‘avant-garde’ in a non-military sense in 1808, when he had described how the English had been for a while humanity’s avant-garde – le poste d’avant-garde l’humanité. Perhaps he had come across revolutionary eighteenth-century journals such as L’Avant-Garde de l’Armée des Pyrénées-Orientales, a mouthpiece of a French revolutionary army describing radical and dangerous military operations in the fight against the kingdom of Spain. The journal’s opinions about given problems and solutions and diaries containing attitudes, prejudices and reactions were printed that articulated the revolutionary mentality at its most intensely philosophical, loosening the idea that the ‘avant-garde’ was purely a description of a military unit. It could reach beyond military circles and become part of a different campaign.

         ‘Avant-garde’ could also suggest certain kinds of thinking, of behaviour, and a sense that the truly committed are dedicated to drawing attention to their every activities and utterances in a way the more moderate and less ambitious aren’t interested in doing. An avant-garde expressing brand-new feelings as unprecedented situations reveal themselves, and expressing responses to given dilemmas and disputes, is therapeutic, strategic and enlightening all at once, in both practical and mystical ways.

         Saint-Simon understood how a new world was forming as the indus­trial age developed that required new disciplines and techniques, and he believed that the social power of the arts meant that artists would be among the leaders of a new understanding of society alongside scien­tists, engineers and industrialists. Artists would supply the glorious visions that industry could now introduce into the world, glamorising, 13publicising and illuminating the directions being planned for society by its new rulers. A peaceful new social order would be based on equal­ity for all, with no difference between classes or the sexes.

         Rodrigues – as a collaborator and disciple of Saint-Simon, a devout Saint-Simonist continuing his efforts – was committed to clarifying and distributing his assorted, sometimes imprecise and unformed ideas, and wrote in an 1824 text based on a dialogue with Saint-Simon, ‘L’Artiste, le savant et l’industriel’:

         
            We artists will serve you as an avant-garde, the power of the arts is most immediate and fastest; when we want to spread new ideas we inscribe them on marble or canvas; we popularise them by poetry and singing; we use the ode, the song, the story and the novel; the dramatic scene is open to us and it is here especially that we exert an electric and victorious influence. What a magnificent destiny for the arts is that of exercising a positive power over society, a true priestly function and of marching in the vanguard of all the intellectual faculties.

         

         Rodrigues’ reshaping and elaboration of Saint-Simon’s utopian pacific principles – the idea that a golden age was ahead of us, not behind us – and his development of socialist ideas meant from the very beginning there was an affinity between the artistic avant-garde and social revolu­tionaries, and a link between creativity and aggression.

         Both the artistic revolutionary and the political revolutionary believed that the fundamental truth about reality and the world around us is that it is something we make, and can make and remake in many different ways. It can be willed into existence. Both believed in the power of the imagination to invent and design reality itself, and always with the idea this would be positive and progressive, a constant invention of a brave new world whatever challenges and changes occurred politically, techno­logically and economically. Both recognised the power of the individual to cause things to happen.14

         
            The Yoko Ono producing, piece by piece, action after action, a vast array of poetic, absurd and utopian revolutionary thinking as though using a machine that manufactured mind expansion.

            The Yoko who once said, ‘In a way, I created a power as an outsider. I mean, being an outsider is an incredible power, actually. I always think that you should never be in the centre. Centre is a blind spot because you can’t see anybody. You are being seen, but you can’t see anybody.’

         

         Art could be a celebration, a complement or completion of the essential consciousness-altering virtues of revolution, a signpost, often an abstract prediction or endorsement of change to come, or a vague, dreamlike recommendation of the changes that should happen for the sake of civilisation, equality and socially beneficial progress.

         In a less directly revolutionary sense it could guarantee the constant presence of living myths and maintain magic in an increasingly mech­anised and brutalised society. In any new utopian government, artists of all types as fanciful lawmakers, as surreal rule makers, as inspirational aesthetic enthusiasts, would be essential militant leaders supplying society’s moral compass and generating a poetic revolution of daily life and living.

         ‘What better destiny for the arts,’ wrote Rodrigues, ‘than to exert upon society a positive power, a true priesthood, and to leap ahead of all the intellectual faculties at the time of their greatest development!’

         Positivism followed through on the poet Shelley’s belief that ‘poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. Artists should be leaders, fighters, hunters, preachers, prophets and propagandists as well as dreamers, philosophers, designers, social tacticians, stylists, writers and illusionists. By imagining the artist as something other than just a creator of images, shapes, melodies, stories and theatre, and setting them on a battlefield of ideas fighting for souls, the unlikely union of Saint-Simon and his ghost writer Rodrigues had produced an avant-garde event, a pre­diction of energy to come, a making up of an extra element of reality.

         15They made something up out of their imagination, came to some sort of conclusion, saw where things were heading because of what had come before, and hoped others would follow. You couldn’t hold what they had done; it didn’t represent anything that already existed in the world. It was an indefinite instruction, a performance in text form, a sculpture made out of thought, a fantasy influencing reality itself. The avant-garde existed, a wide variety of behaviour and activity began, once the banner had been waved that announced, ‘this is the avant-garde’ and ‘it is what it means’.

         Saint-Simon once said that his life had been a series of experiments, and this also anticipated the idea of an artistic avant-garde where you live your life as a work of art, being a constantly active player in your own life, creating your life, and thus yourself, in much the same way as a painter paints a painting or a poet writes a poem. Art and life intertwine. Nothing Saint-Simon did necessarily endures, as an object or a book, but his experiments in expressing and passing on new experiences of reality have changed the world. To some extent they have become the world now that everyone can experiment daily with their appearance and the end­lessly published and broadcast content of their life, creating reality in their own image(s).

         Some concluded Saint-Simon was imagining a conceptual space outside politics that could be governed by the kind of untethered think­ing and apolitical detachment that artists specialised in. The inconsistencies in his thinking – such as championing the working class but never calling for a revolution, for fear of the violence – didn’t put off potential follow­ers, but seemed to inspire them, or to invite opportunists and imposters of various shapes and sizes.

         Dogmatic, hardcore followers envisaged an emergent new church with its own commandments, demanding complete obedience, setting Saint-Simon up as messiah. The twentieth-century French social theorist and historian of ideas Michel Foucault traced a line from Saint-Simon’s version of a future society to Adolf Hitler. Then again, showing how the doctrine of Saint-Simon, imagining a world where no difficulties exist, headed in many different directions, one of the more practical, if 16controversial inheritors of Saint-Simon’s social idealism and his role as a utopian architect was Baron Haussmann. His radical two-decade rede­velopment and remodelling of Paris starting in 1855 for another Saint-Simon believer, Napoleon III, introduced the city’s distinctive wide boulevards and grand parks, following ‘the cult of the beautiful, of the good, of great things’. Modern Paris, a city of dreams, was one destina­tion of the experimental thinking of Saint-Simon: thought, imagination, willpower helping the future take shape.

         Some radical artists and writers in 1830s Paris explored what the enlightening Saint-Simon instructions could mean as they spread beyond their renegade aristocratic roots, including the writer and working-class activist Claire Démar, one of the leaders of a combative women’s section of Saint-Simonianism when feminism was known as ‘the emancipation of female thought’. At the time it was a particularly lonely, frustrating life demanding liberation and freedom of expression for women, and Démar would become known as a feminist martyr after ending her own life in 1834 aged around thirty-four, two years after writing the pamphlet A Woman’s Appeal to the People for the Enfranchisement of Women. She described it as ‘a gauntlet thrown into the arena’, demanding for women ‘liberty without bounds’, and as a fiercely articulate, outraged manifesto it became the avant-garde origin of feminist thought, already anticipating struggles, social events and crises to come.

         
            The Yoko Ono making herself up as a female creator of obscure dis­ruptive artworks in a male-dominated world, moving wherever the culture moved before it actually moved there.

            The Yoko Ono who waged battle against the so-called heroic and exclusively male legend of the avant-garde, which never went down well, combined with her refusal to view mass culture with suspicion.

            The Yoko Ono living through and after a time when psychoanalysis, wars, social changes and inevitable reaction against nineteenth-century 17habits of mind meant a revolution in art, which was often art about art, and so on, and which also meant a sexual revolution.

            The Yoko Ono who once wrote that ‘we should keep going until the whole female race is freed’.
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            three • inauguration

         

         Yoko Ono was born on a Saturday at her great-grandmother’s imposing estate overlooking the city of Tokyo, drifting off into the distance below them towards Tokyo Bay and the Pacific Ocean. It was the early morning of 18 February 1933, and overnight there had been a heavy, patient snowfall. A nurse ceremonially pulled back the curtains to show her mother the magical change that had happened to the city, harmonising with the arrival of her daughter.

         Tokyo was covered in white, as far as the eye could see, in stark con­trast to the cloudless blue sky overhead, which seemed to float serenely in time and space, holding reality, and humanity, in place, surely forever. A descendant of a ninth-century emperor of Japan, Yoko – the name chosen by her wealthy and well-connected parents, Eisuke Ono and Isoko Yasuda – meant ‘Ocean Child’.

         Eisuke’s deep-thinking aristocratic grandfather Atsusho Saisho had no sons but was devoted to his daughter Tsuroko, who studied English and music at a Protestant school where she converted to Christianity. Tsuroko married Eijiro, a poor descendant from a family of famous samurai war­riors who had lost their privileges in the radical late nineteenth-century emergence of a modern Japan, as the isolated country began to look to the West for security and company and, ultimately, power.

         To make a comfortable living, Eijiro decided to go into business, and after studying at the Tokyo Imperial University he joined the Bank of Japan in 1890, eventually becoming president of the Japan Industrial Bank, a major part of the origins of Japanese capitalism. Eisuke, Yoko’s father, was the third son of Tsuroko and Eijiro, and even though he earned degrees in mathematics and economics at Tokyo University and spoke fluent English and French, his real passion was music. His dream was to become a pianist, and the classically trained Russian-born musician wife of an older brother gave him lessons.

         19He became quite proficient, and would perform at Karuizawa, a pleas­ing, scenic resort at the foot of the still-active Mount Asama eighty miles north-west of Tokyo founded by missionaries in the late nineteenth century, favoured as an enchanting retreat by the Japanese social elite. Among those who would see Eisuke perform was his future wife, Yoko’s mother, who was attracted by his charm and good looks. (Later, Yoko would visit the still-popular resort with her own family, especially in the late 1970s, needing an escape from a life crowded with the disorienting consequences of an unlikely fame and an unwelcome notoriety.)

         Isoko’s family was extremely wealthy: her industrialist grandfather Zenjiro Yasuda founded one of the industrial and financial conglomer­ates that along with Mitsui and Mitsubishi controlled the Japanese economy until the end of the Second World War. One of Japan’s major philanthropists, he was assassinated in 1921 at his country home by a member of the far-right anti-capitalist ‘Righteousness Corps of the Divine Land’, who claimed he was attempting to rid Japan of corrupt businessmen, and was particularly irritated that Yasuda refused to donate money to his group.

         Concerned that Isoko – their eighth child – had fallen for an unreli­able and impractical Christian musician, Isoko’s Buddhist parents permitted a marriage on the condition that Eisuke joined his in-laws’ banking firm instead of following a whimsical, irresponsible musical career. They had been cut out of Yasuda’s will before his assassination, but had their own banking connections and – even though they were exiled from his fortune – could count on the mighty Yasuda reputation.

         Eisuke took a position at the government-sponsored Yokohama Special Foreign Exchange Bank, a predecessor of the Bank of Tokyo, and moved into his wife’s family estate, his dreams of a successful musical future quickly fading. In choosing Eisuke with his artistic temperament, Isoko had demonstrated her own animated, independent thinking, and a spirit of a relative defiance inside her conservative family, but she still enjoyed the security of the family home and money. Behind the scenes, she knew her own mind.

         20Yoko would describe her mother as being a modan gara, abbreviated to moga, a form of avant-garde feminist making waves in contemporary magazines for their Western-influenced lifestyle choices. They were young, fashion-conscious Japanese women who emerged after the First World War, representing a disruptive, new, forward-looking, relatively liberated woman, shaking off rigid state-mandated expectations of the ‘good wife and wise mother’ that traditionally limited women to manag­ing the home, serving their husband and running the family. They challenged the Japanese status quo with blatantly Westernised energy appropriated from American movies, or were simply developing their own militant, self-motivated cosmopolitan trends that coincided with new female thinking and fashions in Europe and America in the 1920s.

         Eisuke had been transferred to his bank’s San Francisco office a few weeks before Yoko was born, and didn’t see his daughter until August 1935, when her mother joined her husband in California. Yoko was already walking, talking and in her own way performing, more a lively sidekick to a confident, demanding moga than the mute child of a tradi­tional Japanese wife.

         Home life as a toddler was mostly spent on her own, living a dry, hemmed-in and usually completely silent aristocratic life, looked after by servants, maids and tutors. They became an audience for her, and she discovered performing and performance by dancing on her own among the flowers and trees as the family maid occasionally checked her whereabouts. Most of the time she would be entertaining herself, lost in her own world. While her father was working in America, her busy, enterprising mother was distant from Yoko’s everyday reality, wrapped up in her own interests and friends, and pursuing lightly shocking moga activities such as smoking, drinking cocktails and dancing.

         Used to finding her own fun by daydreaming inside her isolated home while her mother relished her freedoms, Yoko found herself brightly skipping around San Francisco, once she was released into America – dressed like Shirley Temple, curious about her new surroundings. Later 21she’d look at home movies taken of her at the time by this affluent, unorthodox family. She’d see a father reluctantly stuck inside the banking business who didn’t look too delighted by her presence and exuberance as she had her first exciting taste of America marvelling at the Golden Gate Bridge, the other side of the Pacific Ocean from Tokyo, reaching out towards the soaring sky and freedom.

         In April 1937 she returned to Japan with her mother and a younger brother, Keisuke, born a few months earlier. A few weeks later conflict began between an ambitiously imperialist Japan seeking materials to fuel its growing industries and an impoverished, divided China. The US dis­approved of this Japanese aggression but there was no official punishment, just the beginning of a period of poor relations between the two countries that would erupt in four years’ time when the Imperial Japanese Navy Air Service audaciously bombed the American naval port of Pearl Harbor on Oahu Island in Hawaii, the peak of its military strength, which had been growing during the 1930s.

         As anti-Japanese sentiment grew in America, Yoko’s father remained there while she started school back in Japan. He worked in the Manhat­tan branch of his bank, and during her first visit to New York in 1940, Yoko went to public school on Long Island.

         The Ono family got caught up in increasingly dangerous collisions between countries fighting for territorial and political space. Relationships between America and Japan worsened as both competed for Asian natural resources, with Japan moving towards being the dominant imperial power in Asia, and America maintaining isolationist distance from the faraway war in Europe.

         Warily watching Japan’s aggressive movements, but still hoping to negotiate, America cut off access to its oil and tightened other restrictions. In early 1941, as tension between the two nations increased, Isoko and her two children sailed back to Japan, just before Yoko’s father was transferred to the Hanoi branch of his bank. Eight weeks before the Japanese surprised America with their sudden November attack on Pearl Harbor, inflicting considerable destruction and shock, Yoko’s sister 22Setsuko was born into a Japan finding itself immediately at war with America, which had formed a military alliance with China.

         While their father was incarcerated in a concentration camp in Hanoi as Japanese troops invaded Vietnam – the consequences of which sowed the seeds of the Vietnam War – their mother shielded Yoko, Keisuke and Setsuko as best she could from an increasingly vicious war and its direct effects on Tokyo. Eventually, absolute horror and an unprecedented hell on earth was hurled at the city, fuelled by American frustration at Japanese military stubbornness and accumulat­ing revenge-fury that Japan had outrageously violated American territory. This was going to be ultimate payback for the affront of Pearl Harbor, even if the targets in this case were civilians.

         Months in the planning, it was the first time in history that a transoce­anic bombing raid was attempted. Just after midnight on 10 March 1945, 279 massive, low-flying Boeing B-29 Superfortresses firebombed the city, dropping 2,000 tons of incendiary bombs in 142 minutes which released napalm – gasoline jelly – as they fell, years before the word became notorious during the Vietnam War. The intention was to start uncontrollable fires, indiscriminately destroying most of the specifically targeted eastern parts of the city, where 750,000 people lived inside typical Japanese, very vulnerable, wooden homes.

         As soon as the first bombs were released, instantly bursting into flames on impact, the early pathfinder B-29s retreated, leaving their target lit up below for the next waves of bombers in the shape of a monstrous blazing X, wantonly making a mockery of civilised behaviour. One hundred thousand civilians were estimated to have been slaughtered in this drastic American attempt to break Japanese morale and force a surrender, a million were left homeless, and 250,000 businesses, shops and homes were incin­erated. The searing heat sucked the oxygen out of the air so those who weren’t burnt to death were asphyxiated; liquified glass was blown into the air by the firestorm, then hailed down on the helpless civilians, melting into their hair and skin. It was one of the most brutally destructive acts of war in history. The Japanese called it the ‘Night of the Black Snow’.

         23Yoko’s mother, baby sister and younger brother were removed from the horror of the heinous attack to which the Americans gave the innocuous-sounding codename Meetinghouse. They were safely locked inside a special bunker under their home in an area of Japan outside the bombers’ main target. Yoko was ill, weak from a high temperature, paralysed with fear, and stayed in her room in a less exposed part of the house.

         Eventually, she awoke from a fever inside a house that seemed aban­doned to a world on fire. She stared out of her window at the terrible, twisted, smoking hellscape that Tokyo had become, a city blown to bits that would burn for days after the raid. It was as though the sun had fallen out of the sky and crashed into Tokyo. She innocently assumed this was a natural thing to happen in the world, part of some weird natural cycle: that sometimes the world abruptly bursts into flames and hungrily obliterates souls, flesh, objects, everything familiar – but she knew deep down that all was not as it should be, and nothing would be the same again. When her mother rushed into her room and held her tight, she could see it in her face.

         The sheer tornadic devastation and the charred, piled-high corpses that took weeks to dispose of were a living horror. Over the next few days, other cities and their vulnerable populations – people who lived, learned, dreamed, imagined, invented, loved, explored – were being assaulted in a similarly ferocious and unforgiving manner. At the time it seemed there could be nothing worse than these incendiary but relatively conventional air raids, that this tragic form of massacring was the ulti­mate limit of war. These lethal new raids decimated cities, killed 330,000 more and injured nearly half a million. Somehow, though, it wasn’t to be the end of the infernal punishment. There was still the whole course of history to be completely mutilated and reality itself to be ferociously reshuffled, the whole world cast into new fates.

         For those who experienced it and somehow survived the relentless, exhausting savagery, it would always be difficult to talk about. You would want one way or another to recognise and keep alive the significance of 24what was lost and those who suffered that night, to never lose the feeling that one set of human beings could make life so dark and desolate for another set of human beings, but there were no words. If there were the words, they could only scratch the surface.

         From then on, throughout her life, even if everything got less and less magical, however mad and cynical and unforgiving her surroundings, Yoko would never stop wishing. Wishing for something was a way of holding on to hope when all seemed lost. The simple, sweet demand for peace, the wishing for a better world, can seem the only weapon you have to fight the kind of pure evil and suffering that smashed into the world itself during the Second World War.

         Sometimes it might seem that your talk of the need for peace and your gentle, disconnected wishing for an end to war has become a little repet­itive, naive and simplistic over time, especially when such nightmarish violence gets safely slotted into manageable history, competing with other atrocities for occasional attention, or gets packaged up and neu­tralised as movie or TV history.

         Yoko was used to wishing as a form of power, from the times, as a child, she would be taken to the temple, where she would write out a wish on a fragile piece of paper, tying it in around the branch of a tree. You could wish for anything you desired, as long as your wish didn’t harm anyone else. Noble-looking trees in the courtyards of temples would be filled with people’s wishes, a form of prayer, which from a distance would resemble flowers. There was something magical about the sight of all the wishes, created with the quiet unbroken hope that the gods, or whatever higher force you believed in, one day, somehow, would receive the messages, and know exactly how to respond.

      

   


   
      
         
25
            four • compulsion

         

         Certain nineteenth-century artists, on their own search for greater truth, began to articulate the beginnings of an avant-garde rationale. The French Romantic artist Eugène Delacroix and powerful and unwavering Realist Gustave Courbet took up the Saint-Simonian idea of the intense, provocative modern artist becoming a part of an elite system of schemers and dreamers that ran society. They explored a merger between politics and art, between art and life, but, for all their zeal and aggressive style and uncompromising anti-market sensibility, they effectively stayed safely inside a protected bohemian sector of the capitalist-supported artistic network. This wasn’t yet an avant-garde intent on using art and ideas as a weapon to overthrow bourgeois values and/or radically break free of settled and restrictive artistic traditions. Saint-Simon’s instruction needed to travel outside France, to find interpretation in Germany, Russia and Italy at the turn of the twentieth century to add dynamism to the select French radicals forcing themselves on the future.

         Courbet considered that the radical artist should positively challenge the ruling forces of society and take inspiration for their work from their anger and frustration with the methods of the regulatory establishment. They should approach the task of confronting with verve those they believed held back the masses, keeping them locked inside dispiriting and limited versions of society. The artist had often been the eccentric, independent, romantic outsider developing new art forms, pleasing the eye, but there had not necessarily been a connection between radical painting style and widespread, socially impactful progressive ideals. And those artists who were progressive idealistic thinkers didn’t automatically produce innovative, unprecedented new art.

         Nineteenth-century rebel artists still dealing with relative realism like Courbet and the so-called early French Impressionists changing the nature of painting in a pioneering, vanguard fashion later in the nineteenth 26century were not avant-garde in the subversive sense we would come to understand – mocking, playful, ironic, destructive or self-destructive, explicitly alienated, using art as an abstract or even more explicitly militant protest against the status quo. They were still making pictures, perhaps finding more extreme, flamboyant methods of expressing reality, but a dislocation was materialising where inevitable contemporary art, that which was being made at the time and was therefore modern and intellectually restless even if linked to traditional art history, was becoming more what we would recognise as avant-garde.

         The earliest known reference for the idea of an artistic avant-garde comes from De la mission de l’art et du rôle des artistes by Gabriel-Désiré Laverdant, a follower of the utopian social reformer Charles Fourier, written three years before the 1848 Revolution in France, railing against the conservatism of art institutions and art history, promoting art as the forerunner of the most advanced tendencies. It was still subordinate to the political, but able to agitate for change through the production of revolutionary propaganda. ‘To know whether art worthily fulfils its proper mission to initiate, whether the artist is truly avant-garde, one must know where Humanity is going …’

         The bold, exploratory artist, scouting ahead along with the innovative poets and novelists of the time, making full creative use of the tension between a wild, lost, revolutionary Paris and Haussmann’s cleansing ruthlessness, was beginning to make critical, satirical and self-conscious comments on the nature of art within the art itself, on its role and context, on its form and style, on its ultimate meaning and purpose.

         Artists started to cause offence with their pictures by stepping outside what was seen as the immediate, the only concern of the artist and their art – a generally decided-upon version of beauty, truth and realism. It wasn’t as such a directly revolutionary gesture in a social or political sense, a blatant protest against old-fashioned thinking, but a more iconoclastic, even whimsical assault on the cautious and the conservative. This insertion of mischievous, irreverent messages inside the paintings, the breaking open of tradition by putting things into a painting that seemed 27chronologically or aesthetically inappropriate, was the beginning of an artistic avant-garde separating itself from the more obviously warring avant-garde of political revolution.

         It was the beginning of artistic life moving outside the frame itself, beyond the canvas, and ultimately outside the gallery or museum. The DNA of the avant-garde’s emergence out of revolutionary impulse still existed, but there was an early split in the idea of avant-garde art so that there would also be a more roguish, prankish, insolent and high-spirited side. Avant-garde could be either, or both, deadly serious and facetious, even farcical – and it would be gelastic and unpredictable enough that its militant side could include more capricious elements and its impetuous, impudent side could possess social motives and political underpinning. Sneaking through and around, the result of an inevitably lively, roaming spirit, pulling it all together, or pulling it all apart, there would appear elements of mysticism. It was avant-garde; everything started to overlap.

         Some artists yearning for an audience, for attention of any kind, used the extreme unexpectedness and even unpleasantness of their work to create a reaction rooted in shock – even disgust. Some got attention when they didn’t necessarily go looking for it because their ideas were so novel, unsettling or apparently deranged. All this again fed into a general understanding of what avant-garde meant: difficult, uncompromising, distant, desperate, unhelpful, ugly, boring, unskilled, noisy, tuneless, obscure, a deliberately niche operation.

         
            The Yoko Ono who was surprised to discover that people were sceptical that what she did could be termed art, and concluded her only intention was to bore, repulse, annoy, fool, anger and defy them.

         

         Edouard Manet connected the Realism of Courbet with the Impressionism of Monet, while formally belonging to neither movement. He rejected traditional artistic sensibility by including images of contemporary life and people usually ignored by French society, alongside the expected, comfortable religious and allegorical iconography. His paintings didn’t 28militantly break with the past – they still seemed inspired by Titian – but were at the same time definitely modern in attitude.

         In an 1863 painting, Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, he set an image of a nude woman making direct eye contact with the viewer, outstaring them, sitting in the park alongside fully clothed men, a disruptive combination of subjects and styles, an apparently timeless evocation mixed with modern expressions and clothing, painted with a suspect energy and lack of expected, natural smoothness. The artist was up to something – was it a provocative joke, a mistake, youthful clumsiness? – and these early signs of an artist producing a painting as a comment on what it was to be an artist, what it was to be living in the world, someone noting the ultimate artificiality of art, were so advanced that few could see the irony or understand the conceptual sophistication.

         It was offensive enough that Manet’s paintings utilised unusual perspectives, fast, loose and unfinished brushstrokes, a strange flatness, enigmatic arrangements, dishevelled figures, an unprecedented immediacy, a bold passion for women and fashion, let alone that he was adding personal sensibility, enthusiasms and editorialising attitude to his work. He was not just being an artist and capturing scenes, but expressing awareness of the idea he was an artist, and painting people who were not doing anything in particular other than being in a painting. When he painted someone it was with full awareness that he was playing with the view of his subject(s) and the view of the spectator looking at the painting, but also with his own view, how he decided to tell the story.

         Influential on the Impressionists who were about to make their leap forward, Manet was no instant success, financially or critically, in an art world still favouring idyllic landscapes, impossible goddesses, dead, decorative still lifes and dramatic war scenes, technically sublime but lacking dynamism. ‘They are raining insults upon me,’ he wrote to his friend, the poet Charles Baudelaire. ‘Something must be wrong.’

         Baudelaire didn’t think there was, but if Manet was wrong, he was the right kind of wrong – here was the artist he was looking for, one who could see and communicate the tumultuous quality of contemporary 29life. He relished how Manet captured the exciting transience of the new Paris and the compelling unnaturalness of urban life with the maturity and sentimentality of a classical painting.

         What was ‘wrong’ was that Manet wasn’t afraid to fight the establishment, especially when they rejected his paintings because they seemed to mock and vulgarise their notion of fine art even as they followed, however approximately, some of the classic rules. The mix of the delicate and the raucous was almost blasphemous.

         His participation in the pleasure-seeking possibilities of the new Paris that was being seen, for better or worse, as the centre of the world also placed him in settings where other factors were influencing his art, not just other art, and an accumulated history of art. Fashion, gossip, writers and the latest trends all played a part in his painting. He was also fully up to date with popular turns of phrases of the time, and knew all about the concept of the blague, the put-on, the wind-up, a pet child of the revolutions that hadn’t been stripped of its volatile energy. A blagueur, the early adopters of the word in a new context said, was a jovial imposter – a distinctively melancholy liar.

         It was Manet’s artful application of the dark arts of blague and how its facetiousness, parodies and repartee sneaked from the shadows into his paintings that led him to be labelled not just a prime antecedent of modernism, but also a signpost towards an avant-garde that placed art and life together in the everyday and broke away from centuries of art practice while still linking arms with it.

         The use of blague in the 1870s to denote an intellectual exercise represented how a post-military avant-garde spirit was revealing itself – through the freedom of artists, writers, musicians in Paris bringing into their work a new form of biting wit, and an ironic, liberating distance from the smothering morals and expectations of traditional society. The blague came out of the cafes, cabaret and burlesque clubs and informal gatherings of non-conformists scattered around the new Paris, hungrily seeking illumination and new experiences, and represented the thinking of a new caste of dreamers, transgressors, prophets, technicians, lovers, 30collaborators and proto-conceptualists – and practical jokers with attitude – finding spaces to function outside the insidious controlling reach of the Church, politics and the establishment.

         The avant-garde found its first venues, by its very nature, on the margins of any modernised centre; its members were rogue planners of the future looking for a balance between Haussmann’s grand regenerating hygiene and the crowded, revolutionary wild old soul of Paris that had been lost in the rush to move forward and calm an agitated population.

         The Baudelairean modernists looked for remnants of the past left behind by Haussmann’s gutting of the dirty old city, searching for a lively lingering anarchic spirit. They found it in a bohemian network of bars, halls and cafes that acted as though the old Paris had not been demolished but had found its way to the future. Revelry and the search for dissonant joy and sundry shenanigans happened under the cover of night as audience and performers intermingled, on the hunt for the life and soul of whatever next, in whatever form.

         Those attending these undercover meetings were searching for difference, for a way of escaping the crowd, of not following the obvious next move, of making the chaotic vertigo of the present come to a stop, or move in a sudden, energising new direction. They were looking for places of reflection, for ways of losing themselves in the city, so that they might find their city, a new city that might eventually replace the old city, or at least become part of its magical residue.

         They were looking for traces of a time before – or after – the city was colonised by the ordinary and the banal, for traces of an exciting city before – or after – too much order and too much ‘system’, too much process, eradicated spontaneity and negotiated pseudo-freedom. They were hunting, in a way, for ghosts, ancestors and spirits, and locating them in places that only a very few, by temperament and inclination, are interested in going: places that draw people to them precisely because they are of interest only to a select, daring type.

         Those bohemian places might not necessarily be an intended part of Haussmann’s Paris, but they were an essential part of a modern, fully 31functioning Paris where there was space for the forbidden and forward-thinking. They were where modern Paris manifested itself in the minds of those moving ahead of the crowd for their own urgent, desperate reasons: places where they could change shape at will, find new routes and directions, and create communities and groups from a constantly changing set of unconventional personalities resisting classification. It was an underground scene, a social machine for the production of ideas, events, art, entertainment, pleasure, trends, and an almost simultaneous mockery of those same things, as though to ward off the seriousness that led to the stultifying status quo favoured by the establishment.

         The culture of blague thrived in this underground. In 1878, it found a home at the Cercle des Hydropathes held in a cafe on the corner of rue Cajas and boulevard Saint-Michel, a semi-private weekly literary meeting organised by the poet and journalist Emile Goudeau of idiosyncratic artists, poets, revellers, actors, political idealists and students. He hoped his small anti-academic movement would ‘penetrate the brains of those young students destined to join the ranks of the haute bourgeoise with their notions of art and poetry’. Hopefully, those who became part of the elite with little understanding of the arts would receive a crash-course education in its more rebellious elements.

         The quickly popular literary circle gathered to recite poetry and debate literary ideas, and published its own journal, a random collection of proto-modernist poems, unfinished short stories, various political demands and a scattering of sly, knowing, often bawdy and self-referential jokes. They were named for the hell of it after those who liked water, or hated water, or perhaps had feet made of water. An editorial, opening up the idea of the artistic manifesto, outlining intentions to encourage freedom and open-mindedness, for an audience that will like some performances and hate others, and some who were in the mood to love and hate, begins with an opening line that could be included in any avant-garde manifesto from Futurism to Fluxus: 32

         
            The doctrine of the hydropathes consists in not having one.

         

         Various associates in this new kind of forum for art came up with something previously unheard of – jokes, as part of an overall artwork – that very quickly issued challenges about how extreme a work of art or a piece of music could be while still being a work of art or a piece of music. There was much laughter at the preposterousness of these tongue-in-cheek antics, although one or two artists and musicians took the gags as serious clues about the future of art.

         The groups and ensembles and collaborators multiplied and interbred, their art becoming more numerous and, despite itself, more complex and artful. The Hydropathes lasted a couple of raucous, joyful years before various members, viewing shapeshifting as a natural part of their approach to things, moved over to the Chat Noir, a cafe started in November 1881 by the would-be artist, raconteur and theatre worker Rodolphe Salis for his artist friends. He inaugurated what he called a ‘cabaret’ – French for tavern or inn – presenting the evening’s entertainment as a menu of delights offering a variety of performances from madcap sketches to pre-cinema shadow plays.

         The cabaret invited the original makers of the Cercle des Hydropathes to create their own weekly satirical four-page Chat Noir journal, which refracted the edgy, disreputable cabaret performances in text form, adding jokes, satire, wordplay, caricature, silly rants and a healthy amount of poking fun at the bourgeoisie, perpetual scourge of both common sense and the healthy necessities of nonsense.

         If Paris was the centre of the world, the Hydropathes and Salis blithely claimed that the club’s part of the world, the hilly Montmartre to the city’s north, was the centre of Paris, and therefore the cradle of humanity. It was a ridiculous thing to claim, but it was also not necessarily completely far out. Montmartre was becoming a site for the feverish underground – a glorious underworld – of a border-blurring collaboration between artists, writers, composers, performers, humorists, rebels and unclassifiable, trouble-making free spirits, and an important location 33for the growing multidisciplinary body of new forms of art. Pimps and petty criminals lurked in the shadows, adding to the edgy, fluctuant glamour and took care of various goods, energies and shady talents that supplied extra inspiration and welcome derangement of the senses.

         The journal made up its own mythology, and was as much publicity for itself, its performers and poets and the perverse pleasures of Montmartre as it was a celebration of how much potential joy and freedom there was when you worked and played outside official control. How exhilarating it was breaking the tidy, insipid middle-class grip on both art and entertainment, its reliance on the fundamentally commercial principle of the ‘masterpiece’ and the canonising of the individual genius. The Chat Noir became an early example of alternative ways to organise cultural consumption and distribute artistic energy.

         The cafe attracted a wide audience both for its dramatic artistic cabaret and for its lively, sometimes shocking journal, marketing a resplendent entrance to a paradise that featured access to intoxication and eroticism as well as irrational flashes of novel artistic potential, offbeat music and trickster craziness. Eventually the crooked energy and its tenacious distillation of a culture of blague spread throughout Europe, the Chat Noir trend quickly spreading to high society, the template for future establishments – although it was too self-consciously artistic, politically jarring and spikily bohemian for British taste.

         British music hall and vaudeville might have had their own version of meta-theatrical antics but lacked the shattered fragments of fine art or any savage attacks on establishment power structures to add shock value to the fun and games, and definitely lacked a political consciousness.

         In Munich at the turn of the century, an anti-authoritarian political cabaret group, the Eleven Executioners, anarchic inheritors of the Chat Noir experience, who performed in private to bypass ever-watchful censorship, presented performances that mixed insolent comedy songs, satirical ballads, recitals, puppet dramas, theatrical presentation and literary shams.

         One of the Eleven Executioners’ co-founders was Marya Delvard, who would perform as a chilling, transgressive, extremely thin femme fatale 34wearing full-length black dresses, with a painted white face and black-rimmed eyes under a single spotlight, prefiguring Marlene Dietrich and beyond that Nico, Siouxsie Sioux and Grace Jones, and, a regular guest, the mighty Frank Wedekind, whose abrasive, moralising gothic rebel ballads, sung to a rigorously strummed dislocated guitar, were early signs of the German cabaret style later finessed by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill.

         Wedekind was to Brecht what Woody Guthrie was to Dylan: Brecht took over Wedekind’s ‘dry metallic voice’, what he called his ‘eyes like a gloomy owl’ and his austere, riveting appearance. He headed into a fiercely challenging new world wearing countercultural armour he had borrowed from Frank and skilfully adapted and developed. The Eleven Executioners had ceased operations in 1903 after a couple of hectic, mischievous years, but its mystery and notoriety, intensely represented by Wedekind, channelled through Brecht’s revolutionary theatre, had a massive impact.

         The invigorating, pre-First World War German abstraction of French cabaret was where the cultural avant-garde could experiment with form and performance, and a more politically critical reflection of social, critical and intellectual unrest. Cabaret was a performance laboratory that created a space where high art and popular culture could coexist, and the idea of art for a mass audience become a reality.

         
            The Yoko Ono landing from somewhere in time with her sly, insignificant-seeming provocations, or outrageous dares, who would have seemed as alien and incomprehensible as something from the outer reaches of space.

            The Yoko Ono who wondered, ‘Why paint the tomato? Just leave it as it is.’
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            five • evacuation

         

         Fearing another uncontrollable killing spree, a quick, vicious reprisal of America’s monstrous, somehow gleeful vandalism, thousands of utterly powerless city dwellers escaped Tokyo as quickly as possible. Families of a similar status and class to the Onos fled to the secluded, pastoral resort village of Karuizawa, where they were used to escaping for peace and quiet. Ono’s mother thought that was too obvious or even too indulgent a place to seek sanctuary, with its inappropriate association with rest and recreation. It might become an easy target for pitiless enemy fire.

         She had her own resistance to the worst habits of the upper class, which she had been born into, and then, to some extent, expelled from by her grandfather. Under the circumstances, with no word from her husband, who was last heard from while imprisoned in Hanoi, who might even be dead, she preferred anonymity in the less accessible countryside, out of the way not only of the terrors of Tokyo, but also of an elite crowd all fleeing in the same direction, drawing attention to themselves. She had another direction in mind, another early lesson for Yoko. Go against the grain, choose your own way.

         Isoko rented a farmhouse in an isolated rural village surely distant enough from any sudden, furious, fire-breathing air raids, accompanied by the last member of her staff still alive and not conscripted into the military. The move backfired, as the locals treated her and her family, with their single servant, symbolising untold riches, as an example of exactly that upper-class exodus she herself was trying to avoid. Whatever criminal horror rich Tokyo people were steering clear of, they were still rich Tokyo people, in some ways responsible, with their worldly power-mad greed and ambitions, for the ruthless barbarity reducing the country to ash from the outside.

         In fact, they had some of the characteristics of those American outsiders determined to ruin Japan. There was something American and 36alien about the twelve-year-old Yoko, definitely changed by spending time in American cities with a father who had been head of the Yasuda bank, content to live side by side with the enemy.

         Stuck in a limbo between persecution in America for being Japanese and persecution in Japan for being American, already adrift from a fixed, stable position as a half-Buddhist and half-Christian, Yoko found herself an outsider among outsiders. Neither one thing or another, from somewhere other than here wherever she found herself, she was now a city girl used to certain privileges stranded in the hostile wild, with a desperate mother and a father who was neither dead nor alive.

         When Yoko arrived in the countryside, the first thing she missed in an endless landscape of featureless wheatfields was the carefully arranged colourful flowers in her mother’s rose garden in Tokyo, which now lingered in the memory like a long-lost and irreplaceable paradise. Such rich, soothing colour was something she had left behind along with the rest of her life. Maybe she would never see it again, forget what it even was unless she held on to her memories of her mother’s flowers in her dreams, found a way of passing those memories into the real world, as fantasies, as things she made up to add her version of colour, of beauty, to the world. Beauty became something to fight for, to keep alive in her imagination.

         Overhead, ominous bombing planes flew on their way to attack some terribly exposed large city, or maybe return from what victors would describe as a successful raid, gloating and roaring high in the sky. This, and the extraordinary violence that the distant planes signified, an irrational violence that now seemed to be part of Japanese society, because the country started wars, became normal, part of some insidious faraway world that had nothing to do with them, and yet ruled their lives. Over the horizon, the war carried on, tearing apart everything they knew, and they had to deal with it in their own way, wondering why people wanted to annihilate each other.

         Sometimes Yoko would walk by herself across empty fields to a patch of mulberry bushes where she would gather as many berries as she could 37for something to eat. If she stayed late searching for the fruit, the sun would start to set, and the shadows lengthened around her. Racing back to her family across the fields before it got dark, it seemed as though ghosts – the ghosts of the Tokyo dead, or the ghostly trails of crazed American invaders – were chasing her all the way back home.

         With her mother, she was compelled to sell treasured family possessions from a wheelbarrow for food, but even the fact they owned things of value set her up as a pampered child of the monied class while all around them there were locals so hungry they were dying in nearby fields, as they desperately hunted for edible mushrooms.

         She still relied on her precious daydreams to help the days pass, even though her circumstances were very different from when she lived among staff, with the boredom you can feel when you have everything you need and yet something is missing. Now she had nothing, and the past and future had gone missing, the present was hanging on by a thread, the boredom was streaked with fear, apprehension and despair, and she had younger siblings, even more scared and bewildered than she was, to care for.

         With her younger brother Keisuke, holding on to each other in a neutral forever place caught between life and death as if they were the same thing, she’d lie on a bed in their temporary – maybe even permanent – home, miles from their once-upon-a-time home. They stared up through a small window in the roof at the sky, the one thing that stayed the same and never changed, static and dynamic, a reassuring constant even as lightning struck and clouds rolled and the sun shone and the sun disappeared.

         Sometimes all she could trust was the sky. Sometimes it seemed it was all that was left of the world, safely intact above the mess and mayhem, a counterforce to the bloodlust, something directly connected to the imagination. The sky was not something that just goes away and dies in a mad, manmade moment.

         The sky was calling her, she listened to the sky, the sky was showing her she wasn’t alone. As desolate and frightening as things were, she could still see the beautiful sky, the sky that had greeted her when she was born, and somehow made her feel that everything would change for the better. 38The stars could still come out at night, the sky was a blank piece of paper waiting to receive instructions, it was a container of consciousness, where everyone on earth eventually ends up. The sky was her introduction to abstraction, an image of something that was like nothing on earth.

         There was something she wanted to explain, to her brother, to herself, but she knew she wasn’t ready yet. She would have to live long enough to know what today was like.

         She was always gazing at the landscape and she was always in the landscape.

         For the moment, her mind was blank, a map of absence. Her crying became music to her ears.

         Starving – she would later say she looked like a little ghost – Yoko and her brother swapped remembered items of food they could only dream about, each visualising a menu of possibility. If her brother wanted ice cream, they would stare at the sky and imagine eating ice cream. Her brother would smile and lick his lips, as though the unreal menus they exchanged ‘in the air’ were more real than the old reality that had fallen away around her, into unremitting bleakness.

         Later in life she would think of their conceptual dinner as her first work of art, the creation of a helpful, consoling and inspiring dream-world that didn’t oppose the world of reality but that could organise and explore a shared reality just like science and technology. She instinctively understood that in a world being smashed to pieces, its traditions ripped apart, she needed to invent new rituals to keep hold of her sanity. She was already beginning to fight for truth, to develop her own ideas about what truth was, a truth she wanted to know by any means necessary, even if it meant making things up, and trusting what she decided to trust.

         Everything was in her head, which sometimes seemed filled with death, near and far. She became a teenager, as lonely as she would ever be, apart from when she felt lonelier because the whole world seemed to be watching, and she’d had more than enough of death, people disappearing through no fault of their own, falling into the dark where there was no sky, and no way out.
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            six • anticipation

         

         The Chat Noir led to the rise of the pleasure-seeking, provocative German cabaret of the Weimar Republic that prospered during a time of political and economic crises. It was also a preview of Dada as pure farce, basic cheek, vicious protest, carnivalesque gesture, but still madly wondering what the purpose of art was, who was it for, and why it was usually so contained and controlled inside boring buildings and boring minds.

         Never fixed to one place or one group, one assembly of activists who’d slipped between the Hydropathes and various cabaret venues, exploring what happened when you blurred art and comedy, music and drama, liberty and humour and song and spoof, was formed into the Incohérents by the writer, publisher and Hydropathe Jules Lévy. The Incohérents were the ultimate ironic oppositional gang to the solemn, joyless academic movements of the late nineteenth century with their preposterous airs and graces and arbitrarily assigned rules.

         Inside all the hectic jesting there were notes of necessarily camouflaged seriousness. They were fighting the serious-mindedness and dreary good taste of the art world and the stagnation it caused, and wanted to break that earnestness apart through humour, but they were serious about their mission.

         Their dark relish for laughter and rule breaking was known as fumisme, from an article written by the Hydropathe Georges Fragerolle in 1880 about the value of the hoax. Fragerolle was a regular pianist at the Chat Noir, composing its unflappable, impertinent incidental music with Erik Satie, and he provided a manifesto for fumisme which described it as being a lesser or cruder but not less useful form of wit: ‘To be considered a wit it is sometimes enough to be an ass in a lion’s skin; to be a fumiste it is often required to be a lion in an ass’s skin.’

         There was a discreetly formalised strategy in fumisme’s puerile, antisocial lack of decency and order designed to undermine the hypocrisy and 40pomposity – and ‘good taste’ – of society, to ‘cut open the smug sky under which we live’. (Fumisme appeared like smoke from the Hydropathic Society, or vice versa, and as a prototypical anti-art performance, an early attempt to dismantle the borders between art and life, it could also refer to joker, skiver, phony, sceptic or crackpot, and, forty years later, dada.)

         With Svengali instincts, Lévy sensed there was a feeling that art had run out of ideas in a world dominated by distracting scientific discoveries and relentless social innovation, that it was losing its place as a significant cause of good things being made to happen in the world.

         His outlaw plan for a regeneration of inspiring energy was enshrined in an anti-Salon exhibition marketed as ‘an unusual evening’ featuring ‘drawings by people who can’t draw’ – reacting to the view of some that modern painters, such as the Impressionists, actually couldn’t paint. Art should be for all, and when it’s for all, it won’t lose its relevance.

         The ‘undrawings’ attracted the sort of artists and curious onlookers who would find relief from art establishment strictness in such haywire irreverence. Hundreds turned up at Lévy’s tiny home on Saturday 2 October 1882 for his next exhibition, with the tantalising title Arts Incohérents, including Manet, Renoir, Pissarro and Wagner.

         A few decades later the exhibition would have been called ‘a happening’ and much of the activity would have been described as performance art, many of the works as installations. In 1882, it was a joyously conceived, fly-by-night assault on inflexible establishment sensibilities, on authority and control, featuring an arousing selection of ephemeral ‘incoherent’ pieces made from a variety of materials and dangerously subversive non-traditional media. The extended ridicule of high art, endlessly held up to scorn, ended up generating exciting mad hybrids, each one setting off in an expectant, confident direction towards an unknown avant-garde destination.

         Unprecedented collaborative efforts and a sculpture made of bread and cheese were displayed alongside a canvas painted all black by the poet Paul Bilhaud, and a silent march for the funeral of ‘a famous deaf 41man’, essentially a piece of music that contained no sound at all. Decades later the idea of a monochrome canvas or a silent piece of music would become significant conceptual landmarks rather than quirky, isolated tomfoolery.

         The future of art was coming to life in public venues, creating itself through audience participation and delirious social communing. Over the next few years of shows and the occasional masked ball, Incohérent occasions presented photographs juxtaposing incongruous imagery in ways that suggested there actually could be photos of a dream, a cow painted in the colours of the French flag, a pair of trousers entitled ‘The Eiffel Tower’, and in 1887 Eugène Bataille, better known as Arthur Sapeck, an artist famous for walking the streets with his head painted blue to remove negative thoughts, depicted Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa smoking a pipe – an image which materialised out of fumisme, and so involved both manipulation and wordplay – probably while sinking a few gins in a Montmartre inn with Paul Verlaine.

         A masterpiece was casually undermined, its seriousness disfigured, its reputation redirected. The Incohérents had taken control of that which was deemed beyond control, claiming power for themselves. They were taking over, waving their homemade flag of hostility and sabotage to invisible, non-existent future Cubists, Dadaists, Surrealists, situationists, conceptualists, pop artists, Black Panthers, Vienna Actionists, cartoonists, talk-show hosts, punks, advertising agencies, graffitists, social media impresarios and agitators and hip-hop tycoons.

         Like these non-existent protesters, desperados and ideological guerrillas in a possible future, Incohérent militants were often anonymous or pseudonymous, and one of the Incohérents, possibly the painter and illustrator Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, capturing the dark, sordid side of fin-de-siècle Parisian glamour and the cabaret scenes from the inside, went by the name Dada.

         Perhaps he accidentally stumbled on the delightful-sounding word meaning hobbyhorse the way a few years later a poet did, needing a word to describe a group of artists leaning towards remaining unnameable; 42maybe he slipped the word into an unmarked envelope passed from artist to artist until, in dire need of assistance, it was time to open it, fifteen years after Toulouse-Lautrec died.

         Perhaps, best of all, it was a curious coincidence.

         Boredom, they cried, is the enemy of incoherence. ‘It would seem to me’, one of their type wrote, that in front of Michelangelo’s Moses, the true artist of today should say, ‘I would like to do something else.’ They weren’t looking for permission or approval to do something else. It was all there for the taking. All works were accepted, it was explained, except for the serious or the obscene. Any tinkering or manipulating of iconic art and the appropriation of previous ideas was welcome, as long as it made the audience laugh and questioned the rights of the elite with all their laws and reasons to be the sole arbiters of taste.

         Garishly countercultural more than strategically ideological and ground-breaking, the Incohérents produced performative seances that conjured up ghosts of the future, which disappeared after a cackle or two in a puff of smoke as if that was that, and on to the next wacky punchline, the next punch in the face.

         Some of the jokes, which in hindsight had as much potential power as any of the later jokes that rewired the history of art, appeared at the wrong time in the wrong place, as though a Miles Davis materialised before Louis Armstrong in nineteenth-century Tokyo. The theoretical implications of the jokes would be followed through later, when viewers didn’t just laugh at the joke and then move on to the next one but understood the deeper, stranger reasons for the joke, when similar ones were made in what turned out to be the right time and the right place, as though a glitch in the soft machine of time, space and history had been fixed.

         After a decade of their naughty, chic and scurrilous art parties, their anarchistic agitation, the Incohérents ran out of steam, or ran out of luck. Some were suspicious of their motives, and saw through some of their tricks. Lévy was accused of using the Incohérents to promote his own interests and, worse, of taking himself seriously, the radical self-inventor now appearing to be nothing other than a brazen conman peddling gimmicks 43and exploiting his artists as though they were merely displays in a freakshow. The showman had nothing new to show.

         There were also pale fraudulent cash-in copies of what had begun so irresistibly revelling in its own glorious fraudulence, rapidly diluting the brand. The press lost interest as the novelty waned, and the once-amusing ideas about blank canvases, defaced Mona Lisas and silent music seemed tame and old-fashioned, the idea that anything could now be considered art and the overall institutional critique doing nothing to revitalise the power and purpose of art.

         By the early 1890s, the Incohérent art movement was being ignored, a victim of an early hard rule of the materialising pop culture, and the social media it would ultimately feed, that the latest thing is quickly replaced by another latest thing, and if your entire value is you being the latest thing, with no greater dimension, you are left alone with no laughter, and no fun, and nowhere to go. The ‘likes’ dried up, the numbers plummeted, the followers moved on, the technology was updated.

         Lévy’s attack on art had failed to land any lethal blows, and elsewhere art history was carrying on more or less as it always had, in the hands of the same breed of self-appointed officials, gatekeepers, entrepreneurs and taste-makers. The usual protected academic salons were still in charge of commerce, patronage and criticism.

         The Incohérents and their infectious disdain for respectability quickly became a myth, a lost legend. Thousands of Incohérent pieces disappeared as though they never existed, getting an afterlife only as a minor part of the history of the belle époque Montmartre cabaret, and as an obscure, frivolous-seeming part of a conventional art timeline that connected Manet’s art and ensuing Impressionism with the modernism and associated, increasingly fracturing art developments of the twentieth century.

         One piece that survived was by the arch humorist and ingenious problem solver Alphonse Allais, who edited the weekly journal Le Chat Noir and had been responsible for the blank music score and a series of coloured rectangles inspired by poet Paul Bilhaud’s painting of a black 44square. This may or may not have been on Kazimir Malevich’s mind when he produced, as prank or prayer, the terrifying or teasing Cubo-Futurist Black Square in 1915, an entirely different creation of alleged anti-art, a different sort of aesthetic crime. ‘This is not art,’ Malevich said. ‘It is something else.’ (Earlier black square precedents included the occult-leaning astrologer-physicist Robert Fludd’s 1617 black square representing the universe before there was anything, and Laurence Sterne’s insertion of a black page into his 1759 novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, at a point where the narrator Tristram is at an unusual loss for words – possibly mocking the black rectangles printed on pages in mourning books.)

         Bilhaud was a colleague and drinking partner of Allais in another lively offshoot of the Hydropathes and Chat Noir associates that fed into the Incohérents, the Salon of Untethered Art. In his collected works, titled for April fool’s day, he called his colour series ‘magnificent plates’, and red was titled with deadpan aplomb Tomatoes Being Harvested by Apoplectic Cardinals on the Shores of the Red Sea, white was Anaemic Girls Making Their First Communion in Snowy Weather, and green was Some Pimps, Known as Green Backs, on Their Bellies in the Grass, Drinking Absinthe. Colour wasn’t being used to represent something else, it was the something else, an end in itself.

         The plain colours needed the addition of the funny titles, and cheeky solemn decorative frames, to generate meaning; to some extent the titles were the main component, or at least completed the work, finished the hoax, story or taunt, even the beauty, sending ghostly traces into the future to search for likely places to land and seep into art history as if landing from another planet.

         Allais was a derivative, engaging chancer smuggling himself into a wider money-making scam, making use of a quick wit, or he was an example of an individual genius with something prophetic on his wide-ranging mind that contradicted the essential democratic spirit of the art jokers. Mostly he was both, with the added avant-garde authenticity of debt, numerous love affairs, a troubled marriage and enthusiastic but 45self-destructive heavy drinking with a side-line as an inspired cocktail-making expert.

         The radical Oulipo poets of the 1960s honoured him as an ‘anticipatory plagiarist’ for his irrepressible imagination and scientific love of wordplay. As thinker, storyteller and inventor, a specialist in appreciating how the performance of everyday life could constitute works of art, he was certainly an inspiration for the proto-Surrealist writer, absinthe-soaked Montmartre regular, actor and puppeteer Alfred Jarry, who nimbly patrolled the unstable borders between the late nineteenth-century avant-garde and the emerging modernist movements of the early twentieth century. Allais’s influence on Jarry rebounded forward via the modernist champion Guillaume Apollinaire and Surrealist saint and disappointed Dadaist André Breton, who included him in his famous Anthology of Black Humour, and on to Jorge Luis Borges and Italo Calvino.

         Allais was an artist-colleague and Incohérent Chat Noir-based friend of Erik Satie, whom he nicknamed Esoterik Satie, and – curious coincidence – they were born in the same street in Honfleur, a port on the Normandy coast. A critic at the time described Satie as a ‘musical Allais’, and in that sense the absurdist wit and subversive whimsy of Allais still live on today, because the music of Satie does, familiar and uncanny at the same time. The atmosphere of spiritual effort it creates never dates; it timelessly lives beside the world.

         Allais is a strange ghost in the music, which does strange things to truth and reality, and whenever you hear Satie, with his wild, forlorn desire to put things in the right order, against all odds, you are also in the company of Allais, who otherwise, quite happily, would disappear into the shadows at the edge of time, a fabulous mind completely lost to us.
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            seven • obliteration

         

         Yoko’s life seemed over before it had even properly begun, as though she had never even existed. She’d ended up so near to death it seemed there was no coming back, which would also, eventually, once her life had begun, and became something known to a few and then more than a few, make her seem beyond weird. It was like she’d disappeared into the shadows at the edge of the woods, near the ghost-ridden mulberry bushes, and slipped from an uncertain unsettled earth into the underworld, and never quite returned to reality even as she lived and made what she could of her accidental life.

         She’d learnt the hard way, although it actually came to her quite easily, that the dead and the living were not so separate. They found themselves on earth at the same time, separated by visions and illusions. Which made her feel calm, and left her absolutely knowing she needed to love life, however long it lasted, and once she’d survived, she must commit herself to it, and what it felt like, its electric essence.

         Oh, she whispered to herself, who in the hell set things up like this, like it was the end of everything. They must be stopped.

         Elsewhere, close by, real, raw history and a traumatic change in the very idea of humanity was still ahead, approaching fast without mercy. The firebombing was not the end, a final action. It was a prelude to the final action, which seemed beyond final. It was a dreadful warning.

         The route to the instantaneous nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945, each requiring just one modified B-29 bomber, the first time nuclear weapons had been detonated in combat, began with the firebombing of Tokyo, with the decision made that the deadpan, barbaric mass extermination of hundreds of thousands of civilians in a few history-collapsing seconds was now an accepted element of modern warfare.

         In a blinding flash the atomic bombs finished off the inexplicable and obscene work that the firebombing had begun, not necessarily 47immediately killing more individuals than the firebombing, which had generated huge populations of unlived futures, but unleashing a deeper, darker series of philosophical, physical and psychological aftershocks that would reverberate through human time.

         Six days later, at noon on 15 August, the Japanese surrendered. The Second World War had ended and a new nightmare had begun, with America and its mixed-up partners thrusting ahead on course to determine the immediate direction of the post-war world, as if they alone could control the sky and bend everything to their will.

         Only magicians, perhaps, or artists, poets or musicians, if they thought about it hard enough, could take back control of reality. Even just imagining they could take control might be enough. This contemplation, this play-acting, that Yoko did at the time to console her brother and herself, and then later in her life, wasn’t some idle bourgeois luxury, a whimsical indulgence. It was a fight to survive, to be optimistic when you were overwhelmed by despair and panic, a way of believing there could still be hope for the future in every action you made, however small. You weren’t only demonstrating this to yourself. You were showing everyone, in theory, that however dark things get, however much reality is shredded, however close the end of everything seems, there is still a way to hold on to hope.
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            eight • convulsion

         

         Twenty-five years after the Incohérents and fifteen years after Munich’s Eleven Executioners, the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich appeared on 5 February 1916, in the middle of what had become a world war, under the name Künstlerkneipe Voltaire, the Voltaire Artists’ Pub. An unassuming rented bar with a small stage and seating for about fifty people, it was opened by the poet, nightclub pianist and mystical anarchist Hugo Ball and poet and cabaret performer Emmy Hennings. The curious first mob of stop-at-nothing exciters that turned up included twenty-year-old Romanian Tristan Tzara, his friend the painter Marcel Janco and the sculptor Jean Arp. By the end of the first evening the bar was overcrowded with a rogues’ gallery of disaffected refugee artists taking advantage of Swiss neutrality – students, poets and nascent revolutionaries finding their idea of a good time as the world, weaponised beyond the imagination, teetered on the brink of disaster.

         A night’s angry, giddy show would include staccato bursts of dance mostly to display crude, confrontational and symbolically key handmade masks, Cubist costumes, improvised comedy sketches, rhythmical noise-music and vocal chants, and spoken-word recitals ranging from nonsense poetry, readings of Rimbaud, Jarry, Laforgue and Apollinaire, to rousing manifestos, often backed by the loud, steady beat of a drum. If the drumming stopped, perhaps the world would too, so the drum kept thumping.

         The mobile, manic performances were co-ordinated by outcasts and exiles who found something they needed, or didn’t even know they needed, that they couldn’t get anywhere else. They demanded participatory response from the audience, also finding something they needed or didn’t know they needed, and placed one thing – noise, word, movement – next to another even if it didn’t seem to belong, or they let things happen at the same time. The shows and devious displays evolved into 49the structures, gestures and collisions of Dada, which had been there on the opening night only in spirit. Within weeks, Dada made it into itself, falling into a name, if only so it could be carried through history. As soon as it had a name, it started beautifully to fall apart, as though some celestial physician had determined it only had a few years to live, best make the most of it, nothing lasts forever, especially pure invention.

         The prototype French cabaret style, its heightened, haphazard combination of delight, deception and disruption turned into a potential alternative performance space for art now being stretched into uncanny, adaptable, even violent and grotesque new shapes and guises.

         The French parodies, distortions and transformations of art had led to a borderless art movement reacting strongly to the ugly, inhuman impact of the First World War, dropping a bomb on art itself made up of nonsense, lies, fury, pranks, ridicule, disgust, doubt, parody, cunning, shit, intellect and Dada. A few months of barely recorded, mostly rumoured Cabaret Voltaire pandemonium, part of a drive to find purpose and unity amid chaos, barrelled into novel forms of art and a whole host of new techniques. ‘A fusion not only of all arts,’ wrote Ball, ‘but of all regenerative ideas.’ ‘Explosions of elective imbecility,’ announced Tzara.

         If Europe had lost its grip on reality, Dada came to the rescue, all puns blazing, adding haywire footnotes to the mind-bending, world-shaking theories of Freud, Marx and Einstein, given licence to roam off the page and off its rocker by the atonal storms, or post-atonal entertainments, of Schoenberg, the silent black-and-white movies forever held on the cusp of the sound revolution, the shattered words of Rimbaud and Cubism’s carving up of shape, form and flesh.

         Dada by its very nature instantly came in many shapes and sizes – positive and negative, divine and diabolical, catastrophic and utopian, primitive and subtle, male and female, madcap French theatrical and feisty German radical, New York and beyond – all of it targeting and encapsulating the accelerating fluctuations of modern experience.

         The world was in a state of confusion, and Dada threw itself into the confusion, because nothing could be more absurd than the abhorrent 50Great War, which needed some explaining. Sometimes that explanation involved nailing a stuffed monkey to the wall and calling it Cézanne. And how to explain, or explore the impact, of a fast and furious modern media, and the emerging industrial age of science and technology, that threatened to herd people into total obedience or turn them into machines?

         The Dadaists who described themselves as Dada – acting out somewhere between being a disease and an abolition of logic – released information about their antic activism through print, manifestos, letters, poetry, posters, leaflets, entertainment and collaborative provocations. They made it clear that Dada meant nothing, it believed art was shit, it was a piece of tomfoolery from the void, it wanted peace through dynamism, and obliged no one to follow what they were doing. It was best that ‘professors’ from the future didn’t try and sort it all out and summarise it in a couple of weak-kneed paragraphs, reduce it to its component elements, or explain it as part of the complacency, ignorance and simplification – and fear – they were trying to avoid, destroy, abuse.

         In another future before Dada, Dada by any other name, before the fantastical industrial abstraction of the post-Revolution Russian Constructivist artist-engineers, there were the Italian Futurists, led, financed and driven by the red-blooded, high-powered, failed lawyer, extreme poet and pen pal of Hugo Ball, Filippo Marinetti. The Futurists manfully and mentally charged into the modern technological world of cars, trains, machinery and electrical dynamism, crying out for an aggressively revolutionary art that would reflect and mobilise this noise and violence.

         Falling out of the sky in 1908, ringleader Marinetti set out his demands with a thunderous manifesto, a dramatic, questioning call to action through the power of rhetoric in times of uncertainty, becoming the quintessential modernist affectation. This was a time when, without a manifesto, it seemed impossible to conceive the future. This was a time when manifestos urging imperative change and the complete and utter revolutionary renewal of all aspects of life, including the destruction of museums, opera and libraries, were printed on the front page of Parisian newspapers. Manifestos were part of the news.

         51It was through words and a love of twisted typography, in small self-produced magazines and manifestos to emphasise and project their mood, confidence and vision, that the Futurists, as with the early pre-modernists, advocated and advanced their art. The words were where the art, which was often temporary and gone in a flash, was sent out into the world, taking on power, creating an assault on lethargy and indifference, focusing minds, winning over new converts.
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