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Foreword


Alexander Moffat


BILL HARE’S FIRST collection of essays, Scottish Artists in an Age of Radical Change dealt primarily with the artists of post-war Scotland. The present collection looks in two directions, backwards to the 18th century and forwards into the present. That the essays range over such a period of time reflects Hare’s standing as an art historian first and foremost and it is this historical perspective, permeating as it does all of his writings, which gives his new book such a unique authority.


Key themes and arguments emerge… a lack of serious collectors and patronage for the visual arts in Scotland is traced back to 1603 with the departure of the Scottish Court to London and sadly continues to this day resulting in the exodus of many of our most ambitious artists. The Enlightenment philosopher’s contribution to aesthetic debate and ideas is examined with reference to the thoughts of Hutcheson, Hume and Reid. Hume’s five key attributes for the good critic are discussed in detail, but ultimately Hare identifies with Reid’s treatise Beauty and Common Sense and explains why. ‘Like Reid, I am much more concerned to focus my visual attentions on the work of art itself and be aware of its effect on my sensibilities, rather than evaluating my critical judgements against those of others and the canon of taste.’


With ‘Throwing Light on the Scottish Endarkenment’, The Scottish Enlightenment is contrasted with the Scottish Endarkenment, both of which Hare argues are essential adjuncts to the story of Scottish art. For Hare, as opposed the values of the Enlightenment, The Endarkenment was involved with passion, mystery and the power of myth to connect us to our authentic selves.


Yet these two contrasting aspects of thought and feeling need not be seen as antipathetically opposed to each other. In nature, as in art they are there to combine and create the chiaroscuro by which we make visual sense of the world and our relationship to it. 


The topics explored are wonderfully varied, from Raeburn’s Skating Minister via Photography in Industrial Scotland, three essays each on contemporary abstraction and figuration and an illuminating take on the collection of antique casts belonging to Edinburgh College of Art which references both the birth of the European art academy and the subsequent beginnings of a similar institution in the Athens of the North in 1826. The arrival of Hare’s new book is timely, given the current dearth of Scottish art historians. We are also experiencing the erosion of an informed public discourse surrounding the visual arts vis-à-vis national newspapers and magazines. One wonders how many of the artists Hare discusses are known to the general public or even art students? They all should be.


The Edinburgh Festival, launched in 1947 turned Edinburgh into an international centre for art and culture, whether it liked it or not, and the internationalisation of Scottish art is the main context for Hare’s ideas and opinions. Does contemporary Scottish painting have a past? You’ll find the answer in the first section of this book. In the second section Hare returns to familiar ground in a series of essays on individual artists beginning with Alan Davie and Eduardo Paolozzi and ending with Barbara Rae, Joyce Cairns, Steven Campbell and Douglas Gordon. In comparison with many who write about contemporary art, Hare is never self-indulgent or wilfully obscure – there is no bogus theorising to be found here. His reasoning is lucid and his masterly grasp of the long historical narrative is always placed at the service of the reader. Hare wears his learning, which is considerable, with a very light touch indeed. 









INTRODUCTION


SOMETIMES AS A history of art tutor, to stimulate class discussion, I would ask my students who they thought made the most important contribution to the canonical status of Italian Renaissance art. Predictably, the usual suspects were rolled out – Michelangelo, Raphael and Leonardo. Sometimes a more enterprising individual in the group might consider patronage and suggest the Medici Family. After the dust of the debate had settled, and it was my turn, I would take a different tack and propose that that particular laurel crown should go to Giorgio Vasari. I would then argue that his Lives of the Artists, not only endowed sustained, researched, biographical celebrity on individual artists for the first time, but more importantly, created a progressive chronological lineage. Each of those Italian artists could be artistically and historically placed and critically assessed within a ‘grand narrative’. In contrast, although Northern Europe had as many outstanding individual artists as Italy – such as van Eyck, van der Goes, van der Weyden, Bosch, Bruegel and Durer – they had no equivalent writer to Vasari to serve their individual reputation and put each of their artistic achievements into an integrated art historical story line.


 Vasari’s invaluable contribution to the creation of the enduring reputation of the art of the Italian Renaissance is outstanding, but it is not unique in the history of Western art. For instance, the critical, not to mention the commercial and popular aura, that now surrounds 19th century French painting, must owe a great deal to the championing of such supportive voices as those for example of Baudelaire and Zola. Also, much of the posthumous fame of Delacroix and van Gogh is certainly due to the later publication of their journals and diaries. Turning closer to home, the development of British modern art was very much directed by the critical guidance of Roger Fry and Clive Bell, and later David Sylvester and John Berger. Furthermore, in the mid-20th century the worldwide domination of American Abstract Expressionism was undoubtedly well served by the highly influential promotion of such literary figures as Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg. More recently, the phenomenal impact of the British YBA artists on the international art scene in the 1990s, was greatly aided through the enthusiastic endorsement by the writer/critic Matthew Collins.


In Scotland there have undoubtedly been a notable number of outstanding individual artists, who through their distinctive art have created a national reputation, but rarely, an international one. Furthermore, within Scotland the visual arts has never enjoyed the same serious critical attention and promotion as, for example, Scottish literature. This has meant that no Scottish artist has gone on to gain the international renown of Scott or Stevenson – and in the 20th century does any Scottish artist have the global reputation of Muriel Spark?


Thus critical writing is unarguably vitally important, not only in the encouragement and support of the visual arts, but also in creating a serious respect and admiration for its role and importance within a nation’s cultural identity. In contrast to other countries, in Scotland this has almost never been the case – and continues so to be.


No one would deny that there is a very active art scene in Scotland today, but the emphasis is almost exclusively placed on production. This is clearly demonstrated by the numerous art schools and colleges throughout the country, with the many young artists’ support schemes, residencies and travelling scholarships. On the other hand, there is little or nothing in place to assess and promote the visual arts in Scotland through the publication of critical writings. This leads one to ask – what is the point in producing and encouraging a disproportionate number of young aspiring artists, if there is little opportunity for meaningful informed public discourse to discuss and encourage their creative efforts and abilities? Furthermore, if this critical dimension is lacking, then it is also certain that there will be little likelihood of a visually educated public – let alone adventurous collectors – to appreciate and support any new and innovative art of an experimental and ambitious nature. This situation inevitably has further dire implications on the art scene, resulting in the widespread domination of the self-congratulatory attitude of ‘I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like’. Then the conservative taste of ‘I like what I know’ becomes the prevalent self-satisfied order of the day; and Oscar Wilde’s words will ring true in Scotland that they only know the price, not the value, of art.


Some might think the assessment above is over pessimistic and too one sided. If this is the case, then my scenario is still working for a good cause by presenting a necessary warning against cultural complacency. For I feel that this notable deficiency within the contemporary Scottish art world is to everyone’s disadvantage – especially for ambitious artists and their keen supporters. As an art history lecturer, I was fortunate enough to teach an excellent Open University course entitled Modern Art: Practice and Debate. It was then that I fully realised how equally important both those components were – not only in themselves, but also, in their relationship to each other. Creative art practice is of course essential to the cultural wellbeing of any society. Critical debate however, is also absolutely necessary, if that art practice is to be encouraged and to maintain high aesthetic quality, along with social relevance. Furthermore, critical debate on artistic practice need not be the sole province of interested and concerned outsiders, but also, a necessary prerogative of the artists themselves. The history of modern art is full of such discursive artists’ groupings – from the Impressionists to the Abstract Expressionists – where debate was the life blood of the modern art agenda. Hopefully, Scottish art colleges still are committed to encourage student debate and group solidarity. This should further develop a wider, more rewarding art scene – both for the artists involved and the Scottish art world as a whole.


I hope what I have presented is not just empty rhetoric, but is based on personal experience of working with, and writing about, Scottish art and artists over many years. Within my own experience, I have been extremely fortunate in having the opportunity to support Scottish art through my writings. The first inclination of having that ambition was when I was at Art College in the mid-’60s. There I realised I would never be the artist I aspired to be. Fortunately, through the advice of one of my tutors, I was encouraged to try to become an art historian. To my delight, at Edinburgh University I found that I did rather well as an art history student, winning an essay writing prize and going on to the prestigious Courtauld Institute for Art in London. After I returned to Scotland I was taken on by my former tutor, Duncan Macmillan at the Talbot Rice Gallery. There the exhibition policy was to promote Scottish art and artists – both historical and contemporary. This meant I was privileged to write for a number of important Scottish artists. There I was also involved with the setting up, and writing for, the first Scottish art magazine for decades, Alba, under the editorship of the indomitable Peter Hill. I also joined the university’s art history department where they allowed me to develop my own courses on Scottish art history, a subject that proved surprisingly popular – especially with non-Scottish students.


Even with the demands of gallery work and art history teaching, I was always keen to publish my writings on Scottish art. Fortunately there were opportunities for me to do this. After Alba folded, I decided to approach London based publications. They were receptive, and keen to publish articles on contemporary Scottish art. I was appointed the Scottish art editor of Galleries magazine and remained in that post for a good number of years. I also regularly contributed Contemporary Visual Art with the encouraging support of the editor, Lynne Greene. Another fruitful collaboration in London was the Fleming Collection Gallery, where two of my ex-students worked and edited the magazine, Scottish Art News. North of the Border there were also periodicals who published my art copy – such as Radical Scotland and Cencrastus, edited by Raymond Ross. Furthermore, through my wide ranging contacts at the Talbot Rice Gallery I had, over the years, made a good number of acquaintances with Scottish artists and other gallery curators. This resulted in requests to write catalogue essays and to make contributions to artists’ monographs.


Right up to the present, I have continued to find publishers interested enough to publish my writings. This is especially so with Luath Press, for whom, with the support of Gavin MacDougall, I have now produce three books.


So, on reaching my 80th year and still aspiring to be a published writer, my own good fortune seems to continue. However, I must admit I am concerned by the lack of opportunities for others. This seems especially so in the area of art periodicals – or the lack thereof. The era of the Scottish non-academic arts magazine seems to have passed and has been now superseded by the new age of online publishing. Of course some young authors might not mind the contemporary online outlets for their writings. I am sure however, that there are also many others who would still prefer to have their words made more permanent by being printed on the page.


Furthermore, from the evidence of the number of books that have continued to be published on Scottish art during the last few years, there is clearly a public who still prefer to read hard copy which they can hold in their hands. Books however, tend to be the domain of older established authors. Younger innovative voices still need periodicals and magazine outlets as a platform to air their challenging radical opinions about what they consider the most important issues facing contemporary art in Scotland. Undoubtedly, Scottish art – for the sake of its aspiring practitioners, its would be commentators and its supportive public – would be much better served by stimulating and sustaining informed debate through the widespread aegis of the printed word.


Bill Hare


March 2024, Edinburgh









Section One


Essays on Scottish Art and Cultural History









SIGNS OF THE TIMES


Art and Industry in Scotland 1750–1985


The clock, not the steam engine, is the key machine of the modern industrial age. At the very beginning of modern technics (in the 13th century) appeared prophetically the accurate automatic machine, which only after centuries of further effort was also to prove the final consummation of these technics in every department of industrial activity.


Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilisation, 1934


THE TITLE OF this exhibition is taken from an essay by Thomas Carlyle which he published in the Edinburgh Review in June 1829. In it Carlyle forcefully presented for the first time to his modern public the view that the ever-increasing growth of industrialisation in this country was having a much more profound effect than people realised. In the essay he writes:


Were we required to characterise this age of ours by any single epithet we should be tempted to call it not an Heroical Devotional Philosophical or Moral age, but, above all others, the Mechanical Age. It is the Age of Machinery in every outward and inward sense of the word…


Mechanisation, the iron rule of the regulating time controller which was rapidly taking over most aspects of 19th century daily experience ironically had its origins in the Middle Ages. Ironically, because it was to Medieval society, with its religious faith and traditional craftsmanship that Carlyle’s followers such as Ruskin, Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, nostalgically looked at as an alternative model to modern industrial Britain. In the monasteries of Europe, mechanical time systems were developed to regulate the routine of the enclosed Brethren. The life inside the monastries was, of course, highly artificial, and the great majority of the people outside the cloistered walls lived off the land and had to organise their work and leisure around the natural cycle of the changing seasons. James Thomson, the great 18th century Scottish pastoral poet celebrates this timeless rural existence by tracing it back to the Golden Dawn of Mankind in his major poem, The Seasons (final revised version 1746):


Then the glad Morning wak’d the gladden’d Race


Of uncorrupted Men nor blush’d to see


The Sluggard sleep beneath her sacred Beam.


For their light Slumbers gently fum’d away,


And up they rose as vigorous as the Sun,


Or to the Culture of the willing Glebe,


Or to the chearful Tendance of the Flock


However the men of the 18th century, observing the beginnings of what was to become the industrial revolution, were growing more and more conscious of a profound question. Was the history of society that of continual decline from the age of primitive perfection to contemporary corruption, or had society progressed by its development of moral, cultural and economic values to the summit of social excellence? If the latter was the case, particularly in democratic Britain, then what place did the concept of progress have in this ‘best of all possible worlds’? In the end, Thomson and his contemporaries had to admit that even if, through Newton, they thought they had access to the physical laws of the Universe, they were unable to understand fully the workings of modern society.


And lives the Man, whose universal Eye


Has swept at once the unbounded Scheme of Things?


Man’s view had to be limited and even contradictory. Thomson with all his 18th century optimism could believe, however, that timeless rural routine and the early urban industrial incursions could be harmoniously accommodated in picturesque tranquillity.


Villages, embosom’d soft in Trees,


And spiry Towns with surging columns mark’d


Of household Smoak


Thomson’s optimistic view is still echoed over a generation later by John Knox in his Claudian The Clyde from Dalnottar Hill (c1820). What Carlyle calls the ‘grinding collision of the New with Old’ is, as in Thomson, set in the distance, allowing the painting to convey all the celebratory qualities which the early 19th century inherited from the Age of Enlightenment. Yet, despite its relatively insignificant presence in the panoramic view of this stretch of the Clyde, Henry Bell’s steamship Comet is the centre of attraction, because it is basically alien to the rest of the scene. Distanced as it may be, the ‘collision’ between the old and new way of ‘doing things’ is taking place. Not for this new mechanical being a dependence on the recurring, but unpredictable cycle of climatic changes as is the lot of the workers on the farms or the men in the sailing ships. The steamship defiantly takes on the forces of nature, knows exactly where it is by Newton’s universal time system, and reaches its chosen destination by the power of mechanisation.


The sailing ship’s days are numbered.


The sailor furls his sail and lays down his oar, and bids a strong, unwearied servant, on vaporous wings bear him through the waters. Men have crossed oceans by steam; … There is no end to machinery.


Thomas Carlyle, Signs of the Times


The spread of industrialisation was to replace the ancient way of life and bring a new experience of living to mankind. The old pattern of existence revolving with the continuous cycle of the seasons was being replaced by a new temporal system; a linear development of mechanical progress stretching out into the distance and the future. The regimented routine of medieval monastries was now enforced on the modern secular world. The clock or ‘cloche’ (French for bell) no longer called the faithful to prayer, but the urban proletariat to work. No more disturbing vision of the continuous mechanised work-time toil endured by the factory slaves of industrial Scotland is found in this exhibition than James Elder Christie’s Anchor Mills across the Hammils (c1870). Christie’s dark satanic painting is close to Charles Dicken’s view of industrial Britain. The novelist knew and admired Carlyle. His portrait of Coketown in Hard Times (1854) is greatly influenced by the Scottish Sage, and could be a description of Christie’s Paisley.


It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It has a black canal in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye and vast piles of buildings full of windows where there was a rattling and trembling all day long and where the piston of a steam engine worked monotonously up and down like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy madness.


Christie’s painting of such a subject is a rare event in Scottish art. Relatively few artists wished to follow Carlyle’s advice and ‘look calmly around for a little on the perplexed scene where we stand’. In fact it was the photographers who were more inclined to concern themselves with recording the changing face of 19th century Scotland. With George Washington Wilson’s Forth Bridge under Construction (c1887) the Victorian public were allowed to celebrate this great achievement of Scottish engineering, by a machine which apparently could stop the flow of time, and record in innumerable prints, a moment of experience in all its fascinating detail. Thus Wilson’s photograph is a twin celebration of the Bridge and the Camera. Lady Eastlake, the Scottish wife of the President of the Royal Academy, observed in her early article, on Photography (London Quarterly Review 1857), that it was that particular medium which was the most in tune with the character of the new high-speed, industrial, democratic era.


She [photography] is made for the present age, in which the desire for art resides in a small minority, but the craving or rather necessity for cheap, prompt and correct facts is in the public at large. Photography is the purveyor of such knowledge of the world. She is the sworn witness to everything presented to her view.


However, we have come to realise that the camera is not such a disinterested witness as Lady Eastlake suggests. The making of a photographic image does not finish with the instantaneous click of the shutter. There is also the selection and developing process where the photographer can impose his own interpretation on his subject; as does Thomas Easton with his highly dramatic, retouched silhouettes of Carron Iron Works (c1905).


Yet it was photography, ‘sworn witness to everything presented to her view’, along with the developments of modern physics which played an important part in questioning the accepted ‘knowledge of the world’ – knowledge based on Newtonian universally measurable linear time that was the foundation of the Industrial Revolution. The camera not only recorded the reassuring ‘correct facts’ such as individual likenesses and familiar objects and scenes, but also with increasing technical facility opened up areas of reality beyond human perception – high-speed, split-second action, microscopic activity, disjointed spatial and temporal relationships. For example, the multi-viewpoint photographic experiments of Muybridge, and Marey in the 1880s began to reveal that in the immediate free flow of experience there really was no such thing as a self-contained, detachable moment in time. Temporal reality was not necessarily objective and sequential, but fragmented, relative and ultimately simultaneous.


This alternative view of experience to the Renaissance and Newtonian one had a profound impact on 20th century visual art where ‘meaning’ is communicated instantaneously rather than by linear development as with literature or music. In the earlier part of this century not many Scottish artists responded to the challenge of these new ideas; modern art in Scottish terms has usually meant colourful decorative treatment of conventional strictly non-industrial subjects. Recently, however, there has been a growing number of artists who have avoided the pervasive influence of the Scottish colourist tradition and engaged the reality of our industrial, mechanised environment to search out what Eduardo Paolozzi has called the ‘sublime of the everyday’. To be able to investigate and convey the complex shifting quality of modern experience the most successful artists in this field should be able, if necessary, to utilise the instruments and images of our technological world.


Technical inventions such as the photographic enlarger, aerial photography and high speed flash have given us new tools with which to expand our field of vision beyond the limits imposed on previous generations.


Eduardo Paolozzi, From an unpublished manuscript


Stephen Lawson’s panoramic views literally ‘expand our field of vision’ not only spatially but temporally, defying the traditional notion that all visual art is restricted to relationships of space alone. The photo-collage technique employed by Lawson interconnects spatial and temporal changes as the camera records continuous spliced sections of the chosen scene through a regulated period of time. This complex relationship between time and space creates a dynamic experience which matches the dramatic grandeur of his industrial subjects.


In the same unpublished manuscript Paolozzi also writes:


Today the painter, for example, may find beneath the microscope a visual world that excites his senses far more than does the ordinary world of streets, trees and faces.


John Kirkwood’s tinted etching Discharge Crack II (1976) is from the ‘visual world beneath the microscope’. Using engineering drawing techniques, the artist grants us an imaginary glimpse into the microcosmic universe of electromagnetic energy, with atomic and subatomic simultaneous disintegration and regeneration. Here conventional notions of time and space no longer exist. The Miró-like vitality of this anthropomorphic electronic microworld is in contrast to the funereal tone of Kirkwood’s bulkhead panel Slit (1980) and the apocalyptic destruction of the Battle of Grangemouth (1976). In the latter work, the photomontage technique allows the artist to project the present into a possible nightmare future. The warning is made: the continuous unholy bond between industrial/technological progress and military exploitation will lead mankind to the brink of destruction.


‘Men are grown mechanical in head and in heart, as well as in hand’ wrote Carlyle in Signs of the Times. Modern man surrounds himself with all kinds of machinery until these mechanical devices become his means of understanding and communicating with his man-made world. This mechanisation of life is a notable aspect of the work of Eduardo Paolozzi as can be seen in Automobile Head (1954). Still, Carlyle’s message to his contemporaries was not totally pessimistic. If man and society could balance the mechanical with the ‘dynamic’ then there could be a radical beneficial change. Although a little vague, Carlyle defines the dynamic as


the primary; unmodified farces and energies of man, the mysterious springs of Love and Fear, and Wonder of Enthusiasm, Poetry, Religion, all which have a truly vital and infinite character.


The small childlike figure of Paolozzi’s Icarus (1957) seems to be striving for this vital balance. This battered, but heroic figure is a survivor of ‘the grinding collision of the New with Old’. In a pose that echoes Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man he strides ancient myth and future potential; he is both father, Daedalus, the maker of things, and son, Icarus, the seeker of wonders.


It may appear ironic that the origins of our industrial society should be found in the spiritual, otherworldly environment of the 13th century monastery. Yet, if one thinks on it, the monastery, cut off from the natural world, with its timetabled routine of prayer and division of labour, is the micro-model on which the modern world based itself. Since then modern man has become increasingly aware that the more he progresses, the less sure he is about the workings of nature and society. What he has learned to do, through science and art, is to develop theories and models which approximate to the evolving historical experience. These aids do not fully explain, but help to make relative sense of that experience. They also however, condition our personal and social outlook for good or ill. Let us hope that the models we create for ourselves in the future are more humane than many we have imprisoned ourselves with in the past.


This catalogue essay was written for the exhibition Signs of the Times – Art and Industry in Scotland, 1750–1985 shown at the Talbot Rice Gallery, The University of Edinburgh and the Collins Gallery, University of Strathclyde in 1986.









MADE FROM GIRDERS


Photography in Industrial Scotland


By our skill in Mechanism, it has come to pass, that in the management of external things we excel all other ages; while in whatever respects the pure moral nature, in true dignity of soul and character, we are perhaps inferior to most civilised ages.


Thomas Carlyle, Signs of the Times, 1829


THE INDUSTRIALISATION OF this country is inextricably linked with our illustrious predecessors, the Victorians. They did not begin that far-reaching revolution but it was their society which experienced its full impact and it was they who first had to try to understand and come to terms with the profound changes which were taking place. Even if there was a great deal of uncertainty about the social effects of industrialisation, most Victorians were supportive of it as the agent of progress.


The idea of progress, of course, involves the concept of superiority and there was little doubt in the minds of our 19th century ancestors that they were the most progressive nation of their age. However, when it came to comparisons with the achievements of previous civilisations, their sense of their own advanced position was less certain.


The Renaissance became the focus of this important ‘Ancients versus Moderns’ dispute amongst Victorian writers and artists. Those who were enthusiastic supporters of free economic and industrial development regarded the 16th century as the end of European feudalism and the beginning of the modern age founded on a commitment to rational thought and technological advancement. On the other hand, there were those such as Carlyle and his followers who felt that material gain had been bought at the cost of spiritual loss. Highly critical of their own times, they looked back past the Renaissance to what they perceived as the enviable ‘organic’ coherence of medieval society. This cohesiveness which seemed to reconcile successfully the mundane with the spiritual, was apparent in all aspects of medieval civilisation, especially in their art and architecture. The critics of the Modern Age could only agree with the architect AWN Pugin that ‘a Parallel between the Noble Edifices of the Middle Ages and the Present Day, show[ed] the present Decay of Taste’. That was in 1836, and this feeling, especially through the influential voice of John Ruskin, became stronger and stronger throughout the 19th century.


Photography was born at almost the same moment as Carlyle wrote Signs of the Times, his highly critical assessment of contemporary society, which he christened ‘the Mechanical Age’. It was not surprising, therefore, that the reception given to the camera by those who shared Carlyle’s outlook, was less than cordial. Photographs, because of their mechanical origins, lacked any imaginative power or spiritual authority to elevate their subjects; they were as John Ruskin accused in 1870 ‘merely spoiled nature’. Yet there could still be found a dogsbody role for photography. Lady Eastlake, the wife of the President of the Royal Academy, in her essay Photography (1857) set the camera its allotted task ‘for all that requires mere manual correctness, and mere manual slavery, without any employment of artistic feeling, she [photography] is the proper and therefore the perfect medium.’ Thus the photographer was assigned the democratic mission to record and document the contemporary industrial scene, most of which was far below the notice of High Art.


Thankfully, many photographers in Scotland, through personal choice or professional requirements, met this challenge in the later 19th and 20th centuries. Without their efforts, much of the experiences and achievements of working people would have been as little known to us as those of earlier civilisations. Yet, like the anonymous craftsmen of the Middle Ages, they have made this important contribution without the need for individual self-expression but rising well above ‘mere manual correctness’. With the appropriate subject, for example a shot of the construction of one of the great liners, a photograph can elevate our spirits as can a view of the soaring structure of a Gothic cathedral, or in other instances create a sense of reverence for a piece of machinery similar to that felt for a holy relic. Ultimately, there is the photograph which captures that communal bond of pride in industrial achievement which links the modern worker with his medieval counterpart.


If the ‘scientists’ of the Middle Ages had somehow invented photography, it surely would have been the triumph of alchemy. Like all craftsmen, the photographers would then have required a patron saint, who undoubtedly would have to be St Veronica. It was she who wiped the face of Jesus as he struggled under the cross on the road to Calvary. This compassionate saint would not only be appropriate because her veil, like the photographic negative, imprinted Christ’s human suffering and transformed it into a revered image but also because she found truth, as the camera does, in areas of experience that are usually shunned or go unnoticed.


The great ambition of the medieval alchemist (as it is, in a manner of speaking, of the modern industrialist) was to turn base metal into gold. The achievement of photography is much greater. The camera does not ‘merely’ record reality. It redeems it. Photography has become our memory, our collective consciousness, retrieving from the past that which would have been forever lost and giving it a living presence again.


This catalogue essay was written for the exhibition, Made from Girders – Photography in Industrial Scotland shown at the Talbot Rice Gallery, The University of Edinburgh in 1987.









WHA’S LIKE US?


Scottish Art and Cultural Identity


TS Eliot – it’s a Scottish name –


Afore he wrote ‘The Waste Land’ s’ud ha’e come


To Scotland here. Hie wad ha’e written


A better poem syne – like this, by gum.


Hugh MacDiarmid, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, 1926


ENGLAND’S MOST INFLUENTIAL 20th century literary figure, the American exile TS Eliot, traced the dislocation of sensibility in the English cultural tradition to the beheading of England’s most controversial 17th century political figure, the Scottish exile, Charles I. After that, according to Eliot, it was downhill all the way, leading inexorably to ‘The Waste Land’ and a handful of dust. Of course, as Miss Rice-Davies would point out, being an Anglo-Catholic Royalist, he would say that anyway. By contrast, however, there were many who saw the development of English history in a very different manner. The 18th century Whigs, for example, celebrated a new dawn breaking with the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which led to optimistic democratic liberalism, the Victorian free market triumphs of the 19th century and the crowning glory of Western Civilisation – the British Empire.


This was accomplished by the English cleverly palming off their civil war to their immediate neighbours, so that they could quickly put the religious– political upheavals of the 17th century behind them. So effective has this move been that the Irish are still fighting the English sectarian war on the streets of Ulster. Not having the bottle of their fellow Celts, the ‘knavish’ Scots (to quote the British National Anthem) quickly threw in the towel and their lot with their Southern masters. Firstly at the Union in 1707 and finally when the last of the Northern Scots had the stuffing knocked out of them at the last major land battle to take place on British soil in 1746.


As if by coincidence, at about the time the English army, ably aided by the newly anglicised Lowlands and turncoat Clan chiefs, was laying waste to the Highlands after Culloden, the then little-known Irish exile, Edmund Burke, was publishing his theories about the origins of that most influential cultural phenomenon, the Sublime. It was his writings that first created the 18th century taste for a bit of rough. So if the age of elegance desired a dash of barbaric wildness to give it a buzz, then the decimated hillsides of northern Britain had more than enough to spare. The Scottish Enlightenment circles duly felt that this newly discovered ancient Caledonia should have a history which went back to at least the dawn of time. So, as if to order, out of the misty glens emerged Ossian, whose great sagas of heroic deeds, ‘discovered’ by James Macpherson, had just the right primitive appeal for the jaded palates of cultivated circles in Edinburgh, London, Napoleon and further afield.


This need to invent a Scottish identity out of a romantic historical landscape (‘every field sings a battle’) and from what was left of a rapidly disappearing rural society, was most successfully accomplished by the much honoured duo of Sir Walter Scott and Sir David Wilkie and their Victorian followers. Ultimately it was their view of Scottish life which soon became grotesquely distorted and fixed in the collective consciousness of their fellow Scots, which was used to avoid confrontation with the social effects of the impact of the modern urban and industrial experience. In other countries, those new experiences created the conditions in which a national consciousness could develop. Yet Scotland, by contrast, with its economic and cultural subservience to its mighty partner, involvement with the forces of contemporary history was generally evaded, especially by artists and their patrons. On the whole, the received image of Victorian Scotland was a toss-up between Highland Tartanry and Lowland kailyard.


When the taste for sentimental realism finally began to wane, towards the turn of the 20th century, it was not surprising that Scottish artists and their patrons turned to the least intellectually demanding and socially contentious aspects of Post-Impressionism. In fact all the vacuous critical talk about the belle peinture of Scottish modern art was in reality just another form of pictorial escapism. Horatio MacCulloch’s gloomy Glencoe was merely replaced by SJ Peploe’s sunlit Iona beaches, while unnoticed by Scottish art, Scotland’s heavy industry lurched into a terminal downward spiral.


With its value to the British economy in decline, Scotland, not surprisingly, became less and less relevant to the changing political and cultural framework of the United Kingdom. The marginalisation of Scotland throughout the 20th century has meant that the Scots have hardly been required to fashion a new image of themselves for outsiders, except to shift the emphasis from the pathetic to the comic – a la Sir Harry Lauder and Rab C Nesbit. In the more serious area of fine arts, Scottish artists were released, if they wished, to take up the challenge of international Modernism. However, with a few notable exceptions (most of whom quickly left Scotland), this challenge was never met. With no economic infrastructure for sustained cultural activities and patronage, there was little support for radical artists who chose to work outside the conservative Royal Scottish Academy/art college establishment. Nor was there much critical encouragement or informed public support for the visual arts because of the near total lack of independent galleries and art publications.


Thus by the early 1980s, when the Scottish Arts Council naively organised the doomed Scottish Art Now, as the first (and the last) in a proposed series of Edinburgh Festival exhibitions of contemporary art produced in Scotland, the direction and status of the visual arts north of the border was in complete disarray. Pleasing no one, the exhibition’s ‘dull international aesthetics’ (Guardian) were castigated by the local press: ‘This is Art – But is it Rubbish?’ (Edinburgh Evening News) and dismissed by the national critics as both ‘derivative and dull’ (Sunday Times).


Yet all was not lost, for those in the west of Scotland saw this as a golden opportunity to steal the limelight from Edinburgh’s artistic mafia. In a blinding flash, a puff of smoke, as the art critic of the Glasgow Herald so vividly put it, Scottish Art Now became overnight New Image Glasgow. The Guardian critic was whisked away and had a St Paul-style conversion on the train to Queen Street station. Then with evangelical zeal he set about drawing his English readers’ attention to The Glow that Came from Glasgow. With such recognition from the South and subsequent international acclaim for the works of Steven Campbell and the rest of the ‘Glasgow Pups’, it is hardly surprising that within certain sections of the Scottish art scene a mutual admiration (here’s tae us, wha’s like us?) attitude had to rear its head. This outbreak of self-congratulations reached its climax when the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art at last felt obliged to get in on the act and give official recognition by presenting the ‘triumphant’ Vigorous Imagination – New Scottish Art exhibition.


With such a turnabout in its fortunes, it is difficult to assess objectively the state of the arts in Scotland. This lack of critical perspective is not only to be found amongst Scottish commentators, but those outside, as instanced by Brandon Taylor’s review (Art Monthly, 107) of Steven Campbell’s last London show. There the critic seemed to be taking Campbell to task mainly for having been so successful within the capitalist art market. (Here in Scotland we are less inclined to begrudge Campbell his financial success when the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art is prepared to pay Lucian Freud £300,000 for the privilege of owning one of his now fashionable paintings.) A much more crucial accusation of the recent Scottish art phenomenon, however, was raised by Stuart Morgan’s assessment that the Vigorous Imagination was ‘a study in provincial values’ (Alba 7).


Exactly what ‘provincial values’ are, I am not sure. Provincialism itself is usually seen as a lack of confidence in being able to perceive a sense of cultural locality from within, leading to a dependency mentality where all really important events happen outside and have to be imported – in a word, Scottish Inferiorism. This cap in hand attitude is the ‘auld, auld story’ which MacDiarmid raged against in his poem, The Parrot Cry: England frae whom a’ blessings flow / What could we dae without ye?


Despite all the recent trumpet blowing, there is still more than enough of that sycophantic Anglophilia going around the Scottish Art establishment, where the continuing lack of self-confidence is reflected in the number of top administrative positions held by non-Scots placemen. More than any, it is with ‘these peepul’ (to echo Billy Connolly) that real provincialism lies. For example, it could only have been such an attitude of patronising provincialism within the Scottish Arts Council which led to the organisation of the quarter-of-a-million-pound disaster The Edinburgh International – Reason and Emotion in Contemporary Art. Its aura of pedagogical superiority in bringing classical values of civilisation to the primitive barbarians north of the border created such outcry amongst the natives that they have hardly been so united in resistance since the occupation of Edward the Confessor.


Yet the strong resentment which was directed towards The Edinburgh International is indicative of a growing self-assurance in non-establishment quarters where the demand is for a national/international outlook on a more equitable exchange basis. This newfound confidence has been built on the lively (nae, vigorous) expanding art scene within the various regions throughout Scotland. This is reflected in the ever-increasing demand for entry into the four Scottish art colleges, the setting up of a number of semi-independent studio and workshop complexes across the country, the numerous exhibition spaces now available (a number of which are run by the artists themselves) and at long last a Scottish art magazine (Alba) which seriously discusses the visual arts within a national and international dimension. It would seem that all we need now is Scottish collectors (public and private) to support new Scottish art, whether it is in or out of favour with the changing taste of the international art market!


Thanks to the Scottish Arts Council’s policy of decentralisation, these various facilities and activities have been established and developed, with selective emphasis, within different centres. For example, Aberdeen’s Peacock Printmakers Workshop is the most successful in the country, while Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art in Dundee has become a leading exponent of media studies. All that being said, the main focus of recognition for the renaissance in Scottish arts has undoubtedly been on Glasgow. This has not come about by accident; the forces of history have helped to bring about the ‘Glasgow Phenomenon’. The search for new direction which has affected art since the discrediting of the progressive chronological orientation of Modernism has coincided with the acute crisis of identity which has fallen on this once great city of the former Empire. It is in Glasgow more than anywhere that a community has had to reassess its own cultural values and public image in a post-industrial society. There the best Scottish writers and artists have made valuable contributions to this process of reassessment within Glasgow. Through sociopolitical debate, they have observed and adapted to these new circumstances in order to rework stereotypes and media clichés in an imaginative dialogue with postmodern eclecticism. The New Glasgow belongs to them.


The quest for a real cultural identity differs from that of a Holy Cause or Just War, where the enemy is clearly defined and can be clearly targeted. The struggle is more like that of a civil war, where the enemy is just as much within as without, where fact and fiction are inseparably interconnected, where myth and reality merge, and finally where victory belongs to those who best understand the historical process working through contemporary events.


This article was published in Art Monthly, May 1989.









Past and Present


Does Scottish Contemporary Painting Have a Past?


FOR MOST POLITICALLY aware people in Scotland the 1980s was, to say the least, a frustrating period. This stems from what is now referred to in Scotland as the ‘Referendum Fiasco’ of 1979. In that year the nearly defunct Labour Government, introduced a referendum on devolved political and economic power to the Scottish people in an attempt to stave off the Scottish Nationalist threat to their electoral power in Scotland. However, although the majority of Scots who voted plumped for devolution, a group of frightened Labour members of Parliament managed to deny the will of the Scottish people through introducing the requirement of a 40% minimum vote on the total electorate – in other words an unused vote was counted as a no vote! Since then the Labour party, whom the Scottish electorate continue to support, have been defeated at four consecutive general elections by a Conservative Government strenuously committed to the union of Scotland and England ruled from Westminster. Thus, to all intents and purposes, the majority of the Scottish people have been politically disenfranchised.


This situation has created a political vacuum in Scotland which has been most spectacularly filled by the creative achievements of Scottish artists and writers. They, unlike the politicians, have addressed the cultural and social issues which are directly relevant to most people in Scotland. It is those artists and writers who have been the true heroes and heroines of the 1980s. However, they work within a Scottish art scene which is a complicated one. For example, both right- and left-wing cultural institutions have been keen to claim the success story of Scottish art for themselves; there is also the never-ending rivalry between Glasgow and Edinburgh and between national and local arts organisations; and from certain quarters the predictable accusation of a ‘sell-out’ when critical and commercial success is recognised, especially if that recognition comes from south of the border. Success, as with failure, is a complex business in Scotland.


To the outside world, Scotland no doubt appears to be a small and remote place. Thus, it must come as a surprise that such a country should have contributed so much to human thought and endeavour. This is especially true in the areas of philosophy, science and engineering. In the arts however, the international respect for the great triumphs of Scottish literature has not unfortunately been equally enjoyed by Scottish painting. While the rest of the world reads and admires the writings of Scott, Burns, Carlyle, Stevenson and MacDiarmid, the history and achievement of Scottish painting is only now beginning to be appreciated by the wider public, both in Britain and abroad. In particular, this growing acknowledgement of the importance and distinctive character of Scottish contemporary painting has been recognised mainly because of the tremendous energy and serious commitment that has marked the art scene in Scotland throughout the 1980s. The aim of this article, therefore is to survey the breadth and vitality of recent Scottish painting, and to place it within a wider historical and international context.


Both within and outside Scotland, the 1980s have been hailed as a remarkable success story for Scottish art in general and painting in particular. The international reputation of the Scots, both those of the older generation such as Alan Davie, John Bellany, Bruce McLean and Elizabeth Blackadder, and also the new emerging painters such as Steven Campbell, Ken Currie, Peter Howson, Adrian Wiszniewski, Gwen Hardie and Kate Whiteford speaks for itself. While there have been the usual accusations in some quarters of over-hype, the 80s has arguably been the most exciting and rewarding for Scottish art this century.


As we moved into the 1990s, however, and began to experience the harsh effects of the international economic recession, the art scene in Scotland, as is the case worldwide, began to contract and exude much less confidence than before. Yet it should be said that this loss of nerve is more an attitude to be found in the art market and institutions than amongst the artists themselves. Still it does allow some sceptical commentators to dismiss the 1980s as a freak, ‘flash in the pan’ phenomenon. I take a different view, and will attempt to show that the achievements of the artists included in this article have not appeared ‘out of the blue’, but are built on a long tradition within the history of the visual arts in Scotland. To gain a fuller understanding of contemporary Scottish painting it is necessary then to be aware of the historical and social forces which Scottish artists have inherited from the history of Scottish art.


My reference, a moment ago, to the present restrictions, bring me to the first and possibly the most important factor in any discussion of Scottish art – the question of support and patronage. The fact that over the centuries many of Scotland’s most successful artists have found it necessary to leave their country to develop their careers is indicative of the financial and cultural difficulties a small country like Scotland faces. This is especially so when it has such close economic links with its larger nextdoor neighbour, England. This continuing problem of sustaining a vibrant, indigenous visual art community against an unsympathetic economic background goes back at least to the early 17th century. With the Union of the Crowns in 1603 and the departure of the Scottish court to London, court patronage of the arts also moved south. Along with the loss of royal and aristocratic support there was the additional burden of a national church, whose extreme protestant attitudes were hardly conducive to large ecclesiastical commissions. Therefore, it is little wonder that until the Enlightenment era of the 18th century, there was only limited and local activity in the visual arts in Scotland. However, from the mid-18th century, progressive Scottish society turned its back on the religious conflicts of the previous era, and set to transform itself into a dynamic modern community. In all areas of social, economic and cultural endeavour, the Scots of the Enlightenment strove after fuller intellectual understanding and material progress. This progressive outlook was also reflected in the spectacular developments in painting and some of the major names of Scottish art; Allan Ramsay (1713–84), Henry Raeburn (1756–1823) and David Wilkie (1785– 1841) are the products of this period, sometimes known as ‘The Golden of Scottish Painting’. It may seem that there may be little connection between the painting of the Scottish Enlightenment and the work of the contemporary artists under discussion here. However, behind the superficial appearances of differing period fashions and styles there are fundamental connections and shared concerns between Scottish painting, past and present.


Firstly, although the Scottish Enlightenment was on the whole a secular phenomenon, it shared with Scottish protestant theology a strong commitment to the profound importance of individual personal experience. The moral philosophers of the period sought for a deeper understanding of the inner life of the human mind and senses, but within a social, rather than a spiritual framework. Turning now to contemporary Scottish painting, with its strong emphasis on the figure and later landscape for instance, one can also see a broadly similar involvement with particular human and social experiences, rather than universal abstract speculations. The second important ideal which contemporary painting has inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment is the conviction that art, like all important human activities, is ultimately an intellectual discipline. This, I believe, can be discerned both in the paintings and in the statements of intent made by contemporary artists. The work of these painters can be seen as an ongoing dialogue between the workings of the human eye/mind and the natural and social order of the world around them. For these artists the basis of this empirical confrontation with reality is the intellectual development of trained perception through close observation and long practiced skills of drawing and painting. This brings us to the position of the Academy and the central importance of the four art schools in Scotland.


The concept of the Academy came into being during the 16th century in Italy. The learned and rational aspects of art were emphasised along with design and drawing as the basis of academic training. However, it was the French, in the 17th century under Louis XIV and his first minister Colbert, who devised the definitive model for the modern art academy. Over the next two centuries art academies were established in every country which had aspirations to be part of the international civilised community. The influence of such institutions reached its zenith during the 19th century with, for example, the virtual cultural dictatorship of the French Salon in Paris and, to a slightly lesser degree, the Royal Academy in London. Since the rise of Modernism in this century, the academies have lost their former authority and influence.


In Scotland, however, they do things differently, and the Royal Scottish Academy has remained powerful enough even today to engender both respect and resentment in the native artistic community. To understand this is to be aware of a strong sense of tradition that characterises the outlook of many Scottish artists. Although most of the painters included in this article would regard themselves as radical, in that they wish to change people’s attitudes to a wide range of different concerns, they are not iconoclastic avant-gardeists who desire to obliterate the past and solely concentrate on being fashionably new for novelty’s sake. This frantic pursuit of trendy novelty, which has much dominated cosmopolitan art centres throughout the 1980s, and which many, like the leading critic Robert Hughes, vehemently denounce, has fortunately found little encouragement in Scotland.


Why Scottish artists, right up to the present, should have such a strong sense of tradition, probably goes back to the establishment of the Royal Scottish Academy in Edinburgh at the beginning of the 19th century. Firstly, the RSA was a fairly late arrival, compared to its continental and southern counterparts, and, as such because of its long and difficult birth, was particularly highly valued in Scotland. Secondly, because the country had lost its political sovereignty with the Union of the Parliaments in 1707, any institution which gave focus to national identity was, and in many cases still is, greatly honoured. Thirdly, the Academy gave its members, as a body of professional citizens, not only a sense of social status, but also a voice in the nation’s cultural affairs. Whether it has exercised that voice enough, and in the right manner, depends for each artist on which side of the social and artistic barricade they choose to belong. Fourthly, another vitally important function of the Academy was as an educational institution for the training of students. In the Academy studios, the handing on and exchanging of ideas about the execution and purpose of art could be facilitated from one generation to the next. Since the late 19th century the RSA has shed this educational responsibility to the four regional art schools in Edinburgh, Glasgow, Dundee and Aberdeen. Yet such is the moderate size of the artistic community in Scotland that there are still close links between the Academy and the art schools, as many of the teaching staff there are also leading members of the RSA. Therefore, up until now at least, there is a decided academic character to much Scottish painting, particularly with its emphasis on draughtsmanship and painterly technique. The influence of an academic outlook in Scottish painting is further reflected in the conventional subject matter which most artists tend to choose for their work. I will return to this a little later.


Again to take up this question of patronage in Scotland. An important function of the RSA has been to exhibit annually the work of its members and selected practising artists from all over the country. In many cases, this was the only opportunity that some painters had to present their wares to the general public, and, as such, was an important event in the Scottish art calendar. However, throughout the 19th century resentment towards the RSA began to grow, as it was felt by many, that it merely catered for the art establishment in Edinburgh. Other towns and cities, especially Glasgow, therefore, began to set up their own independent exhibiting societies. This burgeoning sense of local identity and civic pride was a sign that the wealth generated by commerce and industry was widely spread throughout Scotland during the Victorian era. The trend towards greater decentralisation encouraged patronage on a local scale, as well as establishing numerous civic art galleries which are still important exhibition venues and public purchasers of Scottish art. The location of artistic centres throughout Scotland, with local art galleries, art schools, workshops and studio spaces, gives Scottish art a wide spread of regional variety.


Fortunately public patronage still continues to be an important source of support for Scottish artists. Not only does the work purchased by a local authority, a university, the Scottish Arts Council or the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, give artists some well-earned financial reward and impetus to their career, but further encourages them to risk producing more challenging and experimental work which would be unlikely to find a buyer in the private market. In Scotland, quite a high proportion of art produced in the 1980s was geared to address, both in scale and subject, a public audience rather than a private patron.


On the other hand, it has to be admitted that Scottish art has never been loyally supported by the private collector, who has preferred to buy historical rather than contemporary work. This lack of support has contributed, until recently at least, to the steady exodus of many of Scotland’s best artists. However, on the positive side, this has meant that the art of those exiled Scots has been enriched by contact with the leading international art movements. This of course is not a recent experience for Scottish painters. The importance of direct contact with the work of other artists outside Scotland has always been seen as a vital requirement for widening a young painter’s horizons. In the 18th century most serious-minded Scottish painters made their pilgrimage to Rome, while Paris became the artistic Mecca for the Scots during the modern period up to the immediate post-war years. Now, with the aid of postgraduate travelling scholarships, many younger artists have made prolonged study visits to the more recent art capitals, such as New York and Berlin. Therefore, artists in Scotland do not rely solely on their experience of international art by passively browsing through art magazines and looking at slides. They try to make direct contact with the historical and contemporary art of other countries which they feel can help them to enrich their own work. One of the most gratifying aspects of recent Scottish painting is the way it reflects an equally balanced dialogue between the international art scene and its own indigenous native culture. Unlike earlier periods in the 20th century when much Scottish art was a mere pastiche of imported styles, the best painting being produced now has its own distinctive individual character. To realise how this has been achieved, it is necessary to have a brief look at Scottish painting in the modern period.


Apart from the heroic efforts of isolated figures such as James Cowie (1886–1956) and William Johnstone (1897–1981), who remained out with the mainstream of the art establishment, modern painting produced in Scotland until the last war was fairly undistinguished. To be fair, in some ways this was not solely the fault of the artists themselves – many of whom had immense pictorial facility. Rather they were the inheritors of an accumulating problem that had bedevilled Scottish art since the early 19th century. This perennial dilemma involved the crucial issue concerning the choice and treatment of subjects which were appropriate to the authentic Scottish experience.


The debate on the whole question of Scottish identity goes right back to the Union of 1707. Then Scotland gave up its political independence to become a junior partner in the rapidly expanding imperial enterprise of Great Britain and the British Empire. This left Scotland financially better off, but a nation without a civic government; so creating a schizophrenic situation for the Scots whose hearts might be in the Highlands, but the rest of their bodies were controlled from London. Initially, however, the intellectual excitement and optimistic outlook of the 18th century Enlightenment, with its committed belief in universal order both in the human and natural world seemed to transcend and so largely deflect attention from Scotland’s own particular identity problems. One only has to look at the great portraits of Allan Ramsay or Henry Raeburn to sense that the artists also shared the confidence of their patrons. And although an air of uncertainty began to appear in the later work of Raeburn and David Wilkie, it was not really until the Victorian era that the belief in painting as a vital part of the intellectual climate of Scottish society began to be lost in a cloud of Highland mist and kailyard sentiment.


For most of the later 19th century much of Scottish art, as with Scottish industry, moved into the export business. Thus instead of working for the direct demands of a Scottish public, painters now supplied manufactured images of Scotland for an outside market and a nostalgic-minded home public. This fed also into the home demand for painting, where private patronage was mainly taken over by industrialists who, wishing to forget the polluted source and human cost of their wealth, preferred an image of Scotland which was steeped in rural nostalgia. Such was the wholescale involvement of Scottish Victorian art, in presenting a one-sided, distorted view of life in Scotland – with endless pictures of desolate cottages and ruined castles swathed in swirling mists; or sanitised farm labourers and their families praying round the family bible – that one would hardly know from the painting produced in the 19th century, that Scotland was one of the most advanced industrial countries in the world. The received image of Victorian Scotland has been a toss-up between soaring mountain tartanry and humble cottage kailyard. It was little wonder then, that by the beginning of this century many of the young progressive Scottish artists were strongly reacting against the dark brown Victorian paintings of sentimental narratives and romanticised Highland landscapes. These ‘modern’ artists, such as the Scottish Colourists like FCB Cadell (1883–1937), Leslie Hunter (1871–1931), and SJ Peploe (1871–1935), eagerly made contact with the most avant-garde ideas in painting, especially those being developed in Paris in the first decade of this century. They were determined to eschew all the anecdotal subject matter and slick illustrative style which had clogged 19th century Scottish painting. Following the example of the Fauves (the Cubists were too radical and far too dark), these early 20th century Scottish modernists began to move the focus of subject matter in Scottish painting away from the human figure within a particular identifiable social context, to concentrate on ‘pure’, non-literary motifs such as the humble still-lifes and incidental glimpses of the natural world. Thus they could fix all their creative energies solely on the pictorial problems of compositional arrangements and colour harmonies. Unfortunately, the content of such paintings was so nondescript that stylistic quotation became its main raison d’etre, resulting in mere pastiches of modern art: with a tint of French Fauvism, a stroke of German Expressionism and a later dash of Abstract Expressionism. Much 20th century Scottish painting was therefore, all style and little substance.


This belle peinture school of Scottish modern painting, as it became known, has dominated the art scene in this country for most of the last century, and against which many of the current artists have strongly reacted. Yet these belle peinture artists were merely the latest victims of the continuing crisis of identity within Scottish society and culture. In their determination to avoid the accusation of being parochial and reactionary, they rushed to embrace the cosmopolitan values of Modernism and shed most of the distinctive characteristics of Scottish art. Unlike their French, German or Spanish counterparts, who could adopt the language of modern painting to reflect their own indigenous cultural and social experiences, earlier 20th century Scottish painters mostly turned their eyes away from the past, or from what was going on in the streets and workplaces throughout Scotland. Thus the bland, modernistic pictures they produced were not only ‘politically correct’, but also completely safe to be placed on the walls of any middle-class drawing room. Even if such paintings were a little over-sensuous for the Scottish Puritan temperament, these expressions of decorative delights were produced with so much refined taste that they would never offend anyone with any degree of genteel sensibility. In contrast to much Scottish painting today, little of the work of The Scottish Colourists or the later Edinburgh School of WG Gillies (1898–1973), William McTaggart (1903–81) and John Maxwell (1903–62), took up the challenge of modern art as a radical vehicle for critical engagement with contemporary Scottish experience.


Isolated outraged voices, such as that of Hugh MacDiarmid, hammered against such vacuous, unrepresentative examples of modern art; but to little avail. The belle peinture school of Scottish painting, with its stranglehold on the RSA, the Scottish art schools and the very limited commercial gallery system, continued to dominate and stultify the art scene in Scotland for most of this century until the 1960s. Before then Scottish painters who had serious ambitions to further their art within a wider international context – William Johnstone, Robert Colquhoun (1914–62), Robert MacBryde (1916–72) or Alan Davie, for example – felt it incumbent on themselves to move elsewhere. Yet few of these emigre artists lost their deep sense of their native roots. They may have left their country, but as the exiled Czech musician Rafael Kubelik described his own feelings, they kept their nation in their hearts. These artists continued to draw creative strength from their Scottish origins, while acting as an inspirational example to younger artists. This was certainly the case with both Johnstone and Davie and later, John Bellany.


By the 1960s, however, the liberating euphoria that was generated by that decade began to take effect on the creative arts in Scotland. On the visual art scene, the situation began to change immeasurably for the better and it can now be seen that much of the groundwork which led to the success story Scottish painting in the 1980s was laid two decades earlier.


Firstly, some of what happened in the 1960s had beneficial effects which were more psychological than practical. For instance, the opening in Edinburgh of the Scottish Gallery of Modern Art in 1960, unfortunately did not create a great new source of state patronage for Scottish artists, but it did, however, grant a degree of status to modern art which the Scottish general public had previously refused to recognise. Another event in the mid-1960s was staged to alter people’s attitude towards contemporary art. Following the example of the great French Realist painter, Gustave Courbet, and also inspired by the critical views of Hugh MacDiarmid, the young art students, John Bellany and Sandy Moffat, defiantly hung their uncompromisingly realist paintings on the railings outside the sanctified portals of the RSA during the Edinburgh International Festival. Such a gesture sought to emphasise that art, if it has any real justification for serious critical attention, should be both relevant to a whole range of human experiences and accessible to all who wish to widen their social, intellectual and emotional awareness. These pictures hanging out on the street, demanded attention and consideration at a time when there was a growing feeling that painting was a dying art form. Furthermore, following in the great tradition of northern European art, these two young artists returned the figure and pictorial narrative to a position of central importance in their work; not in any anecdotal sense, but with monumental significance. Bellany’s and Moffat’s example and later teaching have been extremely influential on the art of the 1980s.


On a more directly practical level, the most important development on the Scottish art scene in the 1960s was the creation of The Scottish Arts Council in 1967. Unlike other public art institutions, its brief was to support directly artists in advancing their careers, and widening the availability of contemporary art to the general public. The manner in which this has been achieved has been through financial help to individual artists in the form of awards and bursaries, and at the same time by funding semi- and non-commercial galleries to exhibit a wide range of different types of contemporary art from Scotland and abroad. Thus, not only were opportunities increased for artists to present their work through one-person and group exhibitions, but also a new seriously interested public was created for the visual arts. Such was the case, for example, when Richard Demarco invited, the then little-known Joseph Beuys to show and perform in Edinburgh in the early 1970s. The great German artist’s ideal of art and life being an integral part of each other, and his strong metaphysical emphasis on the living force of the spirit in the material world struck a deep sympathetic chord with many people in Scotland. Beuys’ artistic philosophy has proved a lasting inspiration to a number of Scottish artists, especially those whose art deals with social and environmental issues. Through his art and example, Beuys invited artists to broaden the whole basis and approach of their work, and look for new ways to address crucial questions, both in human society and the natural world. With the spread of non-commercial galleries, Scottish artists could now be much more ambitious and challenging in their art.


Over the last two decades, not only has the network of galleries expanded, but the sheer number of artists practising throughout Scotland has increased dramatically. The whole atmosphere of change and expansion has been most noticeable in the Scottish art schools, where the majority of students now train to become professional artists, rather than just art teachers, which tended to be the case in the past. Furthermore, there is a much stronger sense of solidarity and supportive community amongst artists working in Scotland, especially with the younger generation, who look to each other for mutual support. This is reflected in the establishment of the many artist-run workshops and galleries throughout the country. For example, there are at present five Scottish printmakers workshops and many Scottish painters are also extremely fine printmakers in their own right.
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