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Scottish Artists in an Age of Radical Change


The visual arts throughout the post-war era have made an invaluable contribution to the cultural development of modern and contemporary Scotland.


Joan Eardley, Alan Davie, Eduardo Paolozzi, Ian Hamilton Finlay, Boyle Family, Craigie Aitchison, Barbara Rae John Bellany, Alexander Moffat, John McLean, Bill Scott, Joyce Cairns, Steven Campbell, Ken Currie, Lys Hansen, Alison Watt, Douglas Gordon and Kevin Harman – these are some of the artists whose work reflects the radical and complex transformations of the post-war period. These Scottish artists not only observed and absorbed the socio-economic and technological changes taking place during this era, but also devised a wide range of innovative ways to represent and creatively re-present those changes and their powerful impact on our times.


Through a compilation of in-depth interviews with the artists themselves and accompanying critical essays, Bill Hare here examines the richly diverse work of these important figures in modern and contemporary visual culture, revealing the intellectual power and artistic imagination of those who have created one of the greatest eras in the history of Scottish art.
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Foreword



Andrew Patrizio


IT IS A PRIVILEGE to offer some opening remarks on what is a special and much needed new book, one that brings together in one place many of Bill Hare’s writings on Scottish art. The range, vision and quality, exemplified in an extensive set of texts bursting with ideas and passionate intensity, is sure to inspire new generations of writers and curators, as it did me when I had the good fortune to work with Bill at the Talbot Rice Gallery in the 1980s. He was then Exhibitions Organiser at the University of Edinburgh’s prestigious gallery and I was an undergraduate, then research student, needing gallery experience and money. What I got though was daily inspiration from Bill, as we mirror-plated paintings, heaved sculptures up the tight stairs, visited artist studios and put together catalogues. As we can read in this collection spanning over four decades, his curiosity is endless, his historical awareness is acute and his enthusiasm is infectious.


Bill Hare cuts a distinctive, not to say unique, profile in Scottish art in the ways he has blended curatorial work, teaching, journalism, art history and visual arts citizenship within Scotland. (He’s an example par excellence of how to forge something meaningful over a diverse portfolio career – meeting with gusto the kind of challenge that faces younger generations in today’s difficult cultural labour market.) Scotland’s art landscape has been populated by some significant characters over the 20th century but I cannot think of anyone who has excelled in these roles in quite this way and kept the loyalty and camaraderie of numerous contemporary Scottish artists. There are some general characteristics and persistent themes that re-emerge in Bill’s writing and are worthy of comment. He often uses as a touchstone and starting point the traditional notion of the artistic genre, in order to reflect on how an artistic practice might be understood. Can it be located within portraiture, landscape, history painting or still life? What inherent concepts within each genre might the artist be adopting, honouring, modifying, transforming or subverting. Another characteristic is that in all of his work he ensures that no isolated or essentialist notion of Scotland is offered; instead he explains how Scottish artists admix the specifics of place and nation with transnational urgencies and influences. And finally, it is impossible to miss his modest yet passionate engagement with artistic practice in his home country. I want to reflect on each of these themes here.


Bill is an advocate for Scottish art, in the sense that he champions the work of many artists he believes in and feels inspired and privileged to do so. The conviction in their work drives his writing to its own heights but never in a modish or sycophantic way. I think this is one of the reasons why Bill’s writing style has a consistency of tone and language over the decades, although it has been enriched by an ever-expanding range of historical and theoretical sources, as we will see. This consistency, it seems to me, comes from his ability to channel his own appreciation towards such strikingly diverse artists, whose stylistic and ideological positions sometimes have nothing in common. The unity comes from shared levels of integrity, intensity and bravura that Bill identifies in those artists he feels most impelled to write about. That is his project and we are lucky to be able to share it ourselves through this book. For the most part, the writing takes the forms of the catalogue essay, the review article and the interview; and collectively represents what I would call an ‘acclamatory journalism’ of the highest quality.


Bill is also a natural teacher (as I have witnessed first-hand in the seminar room) not only evidenced through his writing but in his formal work at the University of Edinburgh, the Open University and in front of the great works on display at the National Galleries of Scotland. Many departments dedicated to teaching art history to students young and old and from all social demographics have benefited from his knowledge and commitment. He has numerous ex-students who stay in touch, invite him to write for them in their current positions and look for continued inspiration long after academic study has concluded. This collection of writings will of course also help other teachers to teach and learners to learn, particularly in the area of post-1945 Scottish art. We should all be grateful for that.


There is often a calibration in the texts that follow between the native dimensions of an artist’s work, its place within a Scottish context, and the wider international and global histories in which the practice aspires to stand. Bill has written about many non-Scottish artists and is in no sense parochial in his interests. His thinking is entirely and, moreover, instinctively in tune with more recent challenges to local/global, parochial/international dualisms that are all too easily reached for, especially by those who assume a cosmopolitan outlook. Just like many of the Scottish artists Bill engages enthusiastically with, limited forms of nationalism do not inform his work.


Readers will surely appreciate the insights of someone who met and knew most of the key Scottish artists of the post-1945 period first-hand. They may also see that this period, whilst being its own golden age of Scottish visual art, drew on deeper intellectual and artistic foundations from Scotland and further afield. Since working more within the academic sector, particularly since the late 1990s, Bill’s range of references has become as wide and inclusive as many of the artists he writes about. Hence the recurrence of the figures of major European theory that punctuate his writing – particular favourites being Freud, Jung and Laing, Lévi-Strauss, Barthes and Nietzsche. Those with a knowledge of such traditions will see, despite the diversity, a shared characteristic in these writers’ passion and engagement – they represent the hot, urgent and engaged end of European critical thinking, full of affective resolve rather than cool abstraction and obscurantism.


Living as we do in increasingly globalised cultural landscapes, every writer needs to be assured that they can ‘be equal to the moment’ of art practice today. Grand visions and bold assertions sweep across Bill’s writings in ways that defy standard journalism and reportage. It is certainly not a ‘view from nowhere’ but rather the view from an Edinburgh outlook tower, firmly founded yet able to look out to far horizons. He shows us what we are missing in art appreciation if we go no further than filling walls of bourgeois living rooms. He is, in other words, as ambitious for art as the artists are themselves.


The role of a writer such as Bill means he receives regular invitations to write journal articles, books and book chapters, exhibition reviews and catalogue introductions. One form that has particular value for Bill is the artist interview. The recorded encounter with an artist is peculiarly intense and complex; a meeting of minds where Bill can explore an individual’s vision in all its specificity but can also speculate on wider contexts and interpretations beyond those of the artists themselves. As published records they also have a longer life, where readers can return to them anew over the decades. Some of the interviews Bill has done, for example with William Turnbull and Ken Currie, reveal moments of historical importance and contention in the history of Scottish art since 1945, filtered through one person’s standpoint. I would also add that the artist interview is valued by Bill because it offers an almost uniquely respectful space for artists to communicate something of their intentions, beyond or as a supplement to the interpretations that other publics might bring to their work.


It will not be lost on readers just how wide the range of artists is that Bill has written about and/or encountered in person, starting with post-war giants such as Alan Davie, Joan Eardley, Eduardo Paolozzi and William Turnbull. I have an entirely playful, if problematic, vision of Bill revelling (soft drink in hand, mind you) amongst such individuals in a drinking establishment – some hybrid of New York’s Cedar Tavern and Edinburgh’s Milne’s Bar, with jazz piano weaving around darkened booths, within which Clement Greenberg and Jim Haynes buy in rounds of dry martini and McEwen’s Export. He has brought his analytical eye to artists of the counter-culture such as Ian Hamilton Finlay and Boyle Family (the latter I would say inspiring probably his greatest writing). He has felt as engaged and curious regarding modes of figuration and realism as he has with another of his great enthusiasms – abstract art. Concerning the latter, artists such as John McLean, Fred Pollock and Iain Robertson have received concentrated and incisive attention. His time with the Scottish Sculpture Trust and the Federation of Scottish Sculptors left an indelible sensitivity to sculpture, including artists who deserve more recognition and attention than they have thus far received – artists like Bill Scott, John Kirkwood and Matthew Inglis, among others. I have particularly enjoyed reading Bill’s writings in which he was able to express early enthusiasm for what became stellar careers, such as those of Steven Campbell and Douglas Gordon, where he skilfully draws out the indigenous reference points that international critics might easily miss or ignore. Finally he has offered critical support to emerging artists when their career trajectories were far from secure (such as Paul Reid, Helen Flockhart, Peter Thomson and Kevin Harman). Whilst this edited collection has only single texts on these artists, it is worth noting that Bill is incredibly loyal to those he respects, returning to reconsider their subsequent work, by invitation, on many occasions. Here again is evidence of his consistent support, earnest appreciation and unassuming camaraderie.


In reading and re-reading the writings contained in this book, more than anything I am struck by the enthusiasm conveyed in every word, expressing a commitment to artists’ work that Bill is clearly in awe of. These writings are polemically and emphatically on the side of their subject. The expression of positive enthusiasm in writing is not trendy these days. Suppression of enthusiasm takes the shape of modish coolness and self-conscious positioning in certain sectors of the art establishment. Bill has none of that. But equally, when Bill was starting his life in the visual arts in 1970s Scotland, a more common form of approval was a taciturn nod over a pint after an exhibition opening. Bill is more expressive and less guarded than both those types – more Carlyle than Pater, more Spark than Massie. Certainly more Willie Bauld than Craig Levein. The artists he rates are, to him, larger than life. They grab the world with both hands and spin it on its axis. This mixture of baroque extravagance nuanced within an exacting intellectual lineage characterises how Bill understands the best art of his time.


If Bill’s writing teaches me about keeping the heart and soul uppermost in interpreting visual art, he is also a model of respect for the work that artists do and the challenges they face (whether or not they enjoy successful careers in the generally accepted sense). This is reflected in how often that Bill mentions ‘privilege’ and ‘pleasure’ in the supporting commentaries and introductions here, when meeting artists in person or writing for them. This meeting in person united with his naturally modest disposition is key, I think, both to how he writes and also how artists welcome his words and insights. In the interviews, we can see that he is never trying to corner them, catch them out or distort their purpose. He is a sympathetic interlocutor, ever respectful of their intentions, helping them reach out to new audiences and interested fans. (Those who he is less intrigued or enthused by, he simply does not write about.) This way of writing has real integrity, as this very welcome and significant book amply proves on every page.


Professor Andrew Patrizio,
The University of Edinburgh, July 2019





Introduction



Scottish Artists after 1945


I began to make a piece of sculpture to find out what a piece of sculpture should look like.


William Turnbull, 1992


AS THE TITLE indicates, this book is not intended as a history of Scottish art after 1945 – the interested reader can find that well provided elsewhere. Rather, this publication focuses on a number of the actual makers of that history – the creative artists themselves. Through the primary source material of in-depth interviews and supplementary critical commentaries, this book aims to give the reader access and insight into the complex and changing circumstances that these Scottish artists worked under and the artistic ambitions they set themselves during this extremely successful era of Scottish art after World War II.


In 1945, after the unspeakable horrors of yet another 20th century worldwide war, the previously dominant socio-political attitudes and aims of the so-called advanced nations around the globe had to change in intent and direction. This of course included Great Britain, which stood on the brink of one of the most turbulent eras in its history, with each subsequent decade from the 1940s onwards radically shifting in character and experience from that of its predecessor. The highly varied work of the Scottish artists in this book is reflective of their response to much of the socio-political, economic, intellectual, technological and artistic changes that continuously occurred throughout the second half of the 20th century and into the 21st century. Thus the Scottish art produced in the 1940s and 1950s is marked by the post-war austerity and Cold War paranoia of the era. The rise of the consumer society and the counter-culture movement made its impact on the art of the 1960s. The cultural rebellion of the ‘punk’ 1970s and the social disaffection of the Thatcherite 1980s created their own highly critical artistic responses from Scottish artists. Finally, the electronic and digital mass communication age of the 1990s and early 21st century has now transformed the Scottish art scene beyond all recognition compared to its pre-war condition.


Yet despite the undoubted impact of these external socio-economic changes and technological revolutions, I feel that there is still a unifying aim and intent running through the work of the Scottish artists in this book, which is not only socio-political but also philosophical in the area of artistic creativity and aesthetics. By this I mean there is a common commitment to seek out and experimentally search for appropriate and relevant means to represent visually the ontological experience of what it is to be ‘thrown’ into this protean modern world. Here the artist is as much concerned with the means – the manipulated material selected – as by the critical message and aesthetic effect which is conveyed. To trace this fundamental social and artistic concern shared by these Scottish artists, it is necessary to go back to 1945 and the highly uncertain period after the unimaginable devastation brought about by the World War II.


The young progressive Scottish artists who emerged onto the art scene after the war were highly suspicious if not downright hostile to the inherited socio-political shibboleths and institutional dogmas of the pre-war past. On the art scene in Britain, that highly conservative attitude included a deep suspicion, if not hostility, to modern art by the majority of critics and public alike, which permeated through most of the English art colleges. In pre-war Scotland, things were a little different but, on the whole, modernism was mainly seen and eclectically treated as a ready-at-hand way to try out a range of fashionable modern art styles in a picturesque manner. Thus, if young and committed artists who came to the fore after 1945 were to engage seriously with their own experience of modernity in the appropriate representational visual language of modernism, they would have to look elsewhere – and they did. They toured war-torn Europe, lived and worked in Paris, turned to the exciting new art that was coming out of America and constantly sought out for creative examination the art of the past. Full of intellectual inquiry and artistic ambition, they, unlike the older pre-war Scottish artists, did not take a subservient attitude to what was happening on the international modern art scene, but readily drew upon it to make their own individual and distinctive contributions. What distinguished their richly informed approach was the open and speculative nature of their artistic practice which was not intent on producing highly finished, tasteful aesthetic objects; but rather, using their art to present a raw instant of authentic phenomenological experience where the creative process, rather than skilful illusionism, was openly presented to the attentive viewer. To this end these artists drew the physical substance for their art from the vulgar and ready-at-hand material available to them, whether it was wire and cheap plaster, discarded mechanical rubbish, pulp magazine imagery or grass from the fields and sand from the beach. Their challenging, uncompromising work soon marked them out as a fresh and powerful presence on the British and international art scenes for perceptive critics, private patrons and the progressive art-interested public. They would all go on to develop successful careers and establish enduring reputations.


The major Scottish conceptual artists (discussed in Section 2), who came to the fore during the 1960s, had little formal art training and were from a literary background before moving to the visual arts. Their approach and engagement with the world was markedly different in manner and intent from the Scottish avant-garde artists of the previous two decades. Yet at the same time they inherited the same open attitude and shared a similar spirit of experimental enquiry in their art practice. In their case this took contrasting approaches, both in the choice and selection of subject-matter, as well as in their methods of creative practice. On the one hand the family group wanted to include ‘everything’ in their art and so developed an all-encompassing strategy which allowed anything on the Earth’s surface to become a possible subject for their empirical scientific studies and their highly mimetic replicating process. While the family group were intent on engaging with the whole world out there, the concrete poet, situated and fixed on a bleak Scottish hillside, set out to create his own enclosed world in the form of a landscape garden which he entitled Little Sparta. Furthermore, while the family group wished to keep any political attitudes or personal views and taste out of their completely neutral work, the poet used his classical garden as a visual polemic to discourse critically – and frequently controversially – on a wide range of historical and contemporary issues. In contrast to the family group who took a decidedly hands-on working approach to the shared making of their art, the poet saw himself as the intellectual source and powerhouse of his art and was pleased to delegate the actual physical making of it to skilled collaborators.
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Installation photographs of The Scottish Endarkenment exhibition (2016). Top: showing (painting on the right) John Bellany’s The Ettrick Shepherd, 1967; and William Turnbull’s sculpture Small Blade Venus, 1989. Bottom: showing Eduardo Paolozzi’s Mr Cruikshank, 1950.


Reproduced courtesy of Dovecot Studios Photographer: Stuart Armitt


To qualify as Scottish for inclusion in this book, the artists should be at least one of three things – either they have been born and bred in Scotland, lived and worked in Scotland for the greater part of their careers and/or were educated at a Scottish art college. On the latter issue, most of the artists who came to the fore after the end of the 1960s did attend art college. This is indicative that art education was now becoming less academic and more liberal – more open and experimental in its approach. Yet up to the 1980s at least, students were still encouraged to develop their optical and graphic skills in the life class. This particular aspect of Scottish art college training consequently fed into figurative painting which has continued to remain a predominant feature of Scottish modern and contemporary art. Back in the 1960s, figurative painting was seen by many to be in crucial competition with abstraction, especially in the form of abstract expressionism; and although it survived and subsequently thrived, the best figurative painters drew upon and incorporated into their practice many of the features of abstract painting, from free gestural brushwork to rich colour-field compositional design.


In the hands of a number of Scottish artists, figuration was set the task of visually addressing the socio-economic realities of the politically turbulent decades of the 1970s and 1980s. As can be seen from the artists working during this period, their art could have an overtly critical intent – whether dealing with such issues as economic and physical deprivation, national and communal identity, the threat of nuclear annihilation or, more generally, the collapse of the last remaining vestiges of any kind of stable social infrastructure and community in post-industrial Britain. There were also other dimensions to figurative painting, with its newly found potential in expressive power. It could also now address a wide range of different aspects of the human psyche which had long been suppressed; from Calvinist guilt complexes to female oppression under patriarchal domination. On the latter issue, many Scottish women painters shared a common concern by focusing their artistic and critical attention on the inherited image of the female body in the history of art as their central subject and developing a variety of strategies to deconstruct its cultural and social authority. Scottish modern figurative painting also played an important role in helping to revive and give new vitality and fresh possibilities to the long-time moribund genre of portrait painting.


While figuration has remained the dominant mode of artistic expression in post-war Scottish art, abstraction was not by any means sidelined. During the inter-war years, for instance, Scottish artists pioneered and made important contributions to the early development of abstract art in Britain. After the war, Scottish artists continued to work in an abstract mode but mostly in London, as there was little critical appreciation or public understanding of abstraction north of the border. In the 1960s, an important group of Scottish abstract painters gravitated towards the Stockwell Depot studio complex in London which soon became the main powerhouse for the best contemporary abstract art in Britain. In the initial stages of their work, these Scottish abstract painters were influenced by transatlantic abstraction, which was being heavily promoted in the 1960s, but all of the group subsequently went on to develop their own distinctive mode of abstract painting. They gradually began to create such notable artistic and critical reputations that the highly influential American art critic Clement Greenberg visited their studios and promoted their work through his writings. A number of these Scottish abstract painters are now regarded as notable figures in the canon of British abstract art. In the subsequent decades from the 1970s onwards, younger Scottish abstract painters continued to emerge. On the whole, their work is marked by being more reserved and austere, with intellectual rigour now playing as important a role than that of expressive spontaneity. The immensely important contribution that Scottish artists have made to the history of abstract art has unfortunately still to be duly recognised. A major Scottish abstract art exhibition is long overdue.


It was not only in modern painting that Scottish artists made a conspicuous contribution to post-war British art but also in the area of sculptural practice. This again initially took place in London. North of the border, almost all sculptors, because of the economics involved in making three-dimensional work, had to have a regular income to supplement their art. Thus, most practising Scottish sculptors also taught their craft at one of the four main art colleges. From the 1960s onwards, however, there was a marked increase in the support for sculptural activities, with more outlets for sculptors to display their work in sculpture parks and at sculpture exhibitions, along with more public and private sculpture commissions as new urban schemes came into being and large corporate headquarters were established. Conventional sculpture as practised in the past was seriously challenged throughout the post-war period, especially with the introduction of new kinds of materials and equipment which enterprising sculptors were starting draw upon. Furthermore, the previously traditional figure-dominated subject matter which sculptors were previously obliged to work within was greatly expanded after the 1960s. For instance, Scottish sculptors could now take on a wide array of socio-political themes and issues, which had previously been the almost total prerogative of painters. In fact, the previous clear demarcation line between these two art practices has, over the last few decades, been gradually blurred and almost swept away, particularly with the innovation and wide use of new modes of artistic format, such as installation, performance and time-based practices involving photography and film. In fact, the younger contemporary Scottish artists are just as likely to work in the intangible mediums of time, space, light and sound as in the more traditional solid materials of stone, metal or wood. This yet again allows for a much more open, flexible and experimental approach to the making of their art, which I believe has been the predominant characteristic of the most innovative, challenging and stimulating work produced by the best Scottish artists since 1945.


Today, Scottish art still retains a very creative, innovative and ambitious outlook – ‘the country is on the move’, to quote the late Bob Callender. This healthy condition is due to the facilities and infrastructure that support art-making in Scotland. These include well-equipped artists’ workshops; extensive studio accommodation; artist-run galleries showing exciting new work; much expanded multi-disciplinary courses at Scottish art colleges; a rejuvenated Royal Scottish Academy; an involved and supportive Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art; Scottish universities that have now developed a more comprehensive attitude towards the visual arts in Scotland; and a plethora of art galleries up and down the country exhibiting and selling modern and contemporary art to a much more informed and appreciative public. All of these encouraging developments have proved to be very successful and rewarding investments. As I hope this book shows, thanks to a range of factors – most importantly, the achievements of the artists themselves – the visual arts throughout the post-war era have made an invaluable contribution to the cultural wellbeing of modern and contemporary Scotland. With all our support and encouragement, long may it continue.


Bill Hare
July 2019




Section One


Four Post-War Artists


Alan Davie (1920–2014)


Joan Eardley (1921–63)


William Turnbull (1922–2012)


Eduardo Paolozzi (1924–2005)


AS WITH MILLIONS of others, World War II disrupted and redirected the lives of the four artists in this section. Alan Davie and William Turnbull, respectively, saw service in the Army and Air Force. Eduardo Paolozzi, because of his Italian origins, was interned briefly as an enemy alien in Saughton Prison, Edinburgh and later discharged from the Army on psychological grounds. As an art student, Joan Eardley was evacuated at the outbreak of the Blitz from Goldsmiths Art College, London, to Glasgow School of Art.


After the war, Davie was granted a travelling scholarship by Edinburgh College of Art. He ended up in Venice at the time of the 1948 Biennale and there met the celebrated modern art patron Peggy Guggenheim, and with her encouragement began his career with the renowned Gimpel Fils Gallery, London. His paintings from the 1950s onwards drew great public attention and critical admiration, and secured him an international reputation as one of Britain’s outstanding modern painters.


I first came in contact with Alan Davie when I was asked to select and curate a British Council international touring exhibition, Alan Davie – Works on Paper, in 1992. As Davie had always been a prolific artist, there was an immense amount of material from which to choose. The exhibition proved a great success in all the many counties it was shown and turned out to be the longest running international touring exhibition that the British Council ever organised. I later kept up my contact with Alan Davie through 108 Fine Art in Harrogate, where I wrote catalogue essays for a couple of large exhibitions that he had there in 2006 and 2015.


At the end of the war, Eduardo Paolozzi was studying at the Ruskin School in Oxford for a year, and in 1945 he moved to the Slade in London. It was there that he first met William Turnbull, who was recently demobbed from the Air Force. Both were dissatisfied with the teaching there and also with the post-war London art scene in general. They decided to further their art education by going to Paris, where they visited the studios of such modern masters as Giacometti, Arp and Brâncusi. On returning to London, they found the austere post-war conditions hard, but both managed to secure teaching positions (along with Alan Davie) at the Central School of Art through the support of the Principal, William Johnstone, a fellow Scottish artist. Both Paolozzi and Turnbull were included in Herbert Read’s famous ‘Geometry of Fear’ group of young sculptors who were shown in the British Pavilion at the Venice Biennale of 1952. They also became prominent members of the very influential Independent Group based at the ICA in London and put on radically different types of exhibitions throughout the 1950s. Paolozzi and Turnbull went on to have very successful careers, abroad and in Britain, where, later in their careers, they both had major retrospective exhibitions at the Tate Gallery.


I first met Eduardo Paolozzi when my colleague Andrew Patrizio and I were commissioned by the Scottish art magazine, Alba, to interview him to coincide with the Edinburgh Science Festival in 1988. In the following year, for the same festival, Paolozzi had a major exhibition, Nullius in Verba, at the Talbot Rice Gallery, the University of Edinburgh, where I worked throughout the 1980s. I later had the privilege of writing the proposal speech on behalf of Paolozzi being awarded an Honorary Degree from Edinburgh College of Art in 2005.


Sadly for me, I never met William Turnbull. Unlike many other London-based Scottish artists, he never tried to build up his reputation north of the border and so there was little opportunity to see his work in Scotland, let alone meet with him. Being a great admirer of Turnbull’s art, I did, however, managed to get commissioned by the Fleming Collection magazine, Scottish Art News, to do an interview by correspondence with him in 2013. By then, Turnbull was very frail, but with the invaluable help of his son Alex, we managed to put together William Turnbull’s last but extremely informative interview.


Joan Eardley’s status as a major figure in the Scottish post-war art scene has been growing since her early death in 1963. After leaving Glasgow School of Art, she made the heroic decision, not only to become a full-time artist, but to remain and work in one of the most deprived urban areas in Scotland. Here she developed her own take on modern realism with her Glasgow street painting which distinguished her work from the fashionable ‘kitchen sink’ realism being promoted on the London art scene in the mid-1950s. About that time, she discovered the small fishing village of Catterline on the Aberdeenshire coast and introduced expressionist landscape and semi-abstract seascapes into her repertoire. My professional contact with her work was through her great champion, Cordelia Oliver, who had known Eardley since their days at Glasgow School of Art in the 1940s. She was preparing a book, the first monograph on Joan Eardley, and so a major retrospective exhibition at the Talbot Rice Gallery was organised for the Edinburgh Festival of 1988. After that exhibition, I wrote an essay on Eardley’s work for Cencrastus magazine (issue 31) entitled ‘Street Kids and Stormy Seas’.




Alan Davie
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Kaleidoscope for a Parrot


1966


Oil on canvas, 190x300cm


Reproduced courtesy of the artist’s estate and The University of Edinburgh Collection


Alan Davie Interview


Could you start by explaining what the particular attractions are for you in painting on paper?


One isn’t so self-conscious about working on paper compared with doing a big painting. If a big painting doesn’t come off, you’re lumbered with the object. You can’t just tear it up and put it in the waste paper basket as you can with paper.


But the main reason is that working on paper is more fluid. When working, one’s using one’s wrist and fingers, whereas on a big canvas one is using the whole body. You see the whole thing much more easily. The medium itself is so mysterious, so inspirational. All you have to do is soak colour on to a piece of paper and all sorts of exciting things happen, which you can never do in oil paint. One can do dozens of small things very quickly and spontaneously.


Has working on paper always been an important aspect of your artistic creativity?


Not really. I started working seriously on paper in 1962. The large-scale work of the 1950s was in oil. The works on paper that I did do in the 1950s were individual works in their own right.


What is your work routine throughout the year now?


For many years I’ve worked in a regular rhythm – six months working on paper and six months in oils. Almost a kind of seasonal thing. In the same way, especially nowadays, my wife, Bili, and I have a migratory way of life. We follow the sun, going to St Lucia in the winter, then in the spring we come back to England. So there’s a seasonal rhythm in the work. I always go back to the West Indies to a completely empty studio and start with works in black gouache. I draw in a very primitive, direct way, making black marks on paper with a brush. Extraordinary things happen, magical things appear seemingly out of nowhere. Obviously one is unlocking all sorts of subconscious images – a really exciting process. Drawing is the most intuitive medium. I think the thing which triggered off my interest in brush drawing was seeing the prehistoric Egyptian pottery decoration in the British Museum – some wonderful designs in black brush. Drawing is one of the oldest, most primitive and dynamic forms of art.


So drawing has become a vitally important part of the way you work?


It’s never the case in my work of having an idea first and then putting it on paper. The idea comes out of working. I do a whole series of drawings on an idea which has presented itself. I might do about 20 variations using that idea and developing it. It is very much like improvising on a piano – sitting down and playing, an idea will appear out of putting one note against another, which leads to other notes and, before you know where you are, a melodic line has appeared, and a harmonic structure presents itself.


Are there other ways in which you generate ideas when working on paper?


Well, for example, sometimes I see something in a book, an image which excites me enormously, and I might incorporate it into a drawing. One finds a kind of imagery which is archetypal, as Jung would say. This is the sort of thing one recognises in primitive art – this archetypal symbol which speaks to different civilisations. I discover the same types of symbols in my own automatic drawings, which is astonishing. For instance, I find myself doing concentric circles and spirals and other signs and symbols which one finds in ancient cultures. So one realises one is getting involved in something timeless, something which has great significance throughout different ages and different cultures.


You’ve talked about the seasonal rhythm in the way you work, between working on paper and oil. Could you tell us about the relationships between your works on paper and your oil painting?


I develop the ideas in drawings then I decide to try it in colour. So I would go to a bigger scale with gouache. After using the imagery which has appeared through this automatic process, it followed to make colour images, which are often quite different. A black and white drawing creates illusions of space. When you put a black mark on a white surface, you have an object which is floating in space – it has a strange spatial quality. Now, as soon as you fill the white spaces with colours, something else happens. You have extraordinary relationships between one colour and another. Then you get another dimension again when the gouaches are translated into big oils. Quite often it’s very close to the image, but the actual scale changes the concept of the work. You’ve got the quality of oil paint which is very different from watercolour which has a translucent quality. In watercolours, the light is going through the transparent paint on to the paper then coming back to you. In oil paint, the actual bits of opaque pigment catch the light and reflect back the colour. So the whole process is an organic development and an absolutely fantastic adventure. It’s beyond oneself, it comes out of something from inside oneself, a setting free of universal imagery, not just purely of me, but having meaning on a human scale which is timeless really.


What one is aiming to do is release some kind of complex image which is going to be charged, exciting and stimulating. So when I discover drawings which have this dynamic quality which interests me, as soon as they are done, I hang them up around my studio walls, so it all becomes a part of my environment. They become exciting things to live with. One of the basic things with me and my work is that I’m making a constantly changing environment. The critical faculty gets developed as I go on working, and the images around me act as a stimulus and as a catalyst for fresh ideas.


What are the deciding factors when you choose to develop paper into an oil? Some of them don’t go through that whole process?


When one looks at a small drawing one often can visualise what might happen if you blow it up on a big scale. Others are so complete and final in themselves that they do not suggest this. It’s just as simple as that.


Can we turn to one of your major sources of inspiration – why do you think you are so attracted to primitive and non-western art?


It’s very difficult to explain. There are certain images in art (it doesn’t matter where the art comes from), which are incredibly moving for some unknown reason. The things in art which are most moving for me are the arts of so-called primitive people, art of other cultures and ancient art, right back to the Stone Age. Particularly in the primitive art there seems to be some kind of spiritual intensity, if one can call it that. And it’s that kind of intensity which I feel all great art should have, in fact all great art has it. I mean, Picasso, Rembrandt, Uccello, Trecento painting, right back. It always has to have that. Primitive art also has this dynamic quality, intuition and a tremendous intensity.


The word ‘primitive’ is used and misused quite frequently. What is your definition of it?


Primitive art is anything but primitive. For instance, if you study prehistoric cave art, you see that these people were not all that primitive. They have produced some of the most refined drawings in the whole history of art.


Of course, all great art, all primitive art is used for spiritual purposes. There is no such thing in primitive art as art-for-art’s-sake. The important thing for all these tribal peoples is that art has a spiritual life in the community. This is what I feel. I always maintain that I don’t practise art, I don’t make art. What I’m involved in is almost a kind of spiritual exercise, really. What comes out of this should have an intense spiritual content.


How do you see the relationship between your paintings and the subject matter and iconography of the primitive art that inspires you?


They’re basically the same. The artist in the past or in primitive societies is a kind of shaman, the man who is the spiritual leader, he’s the priest, and he’s the man who comes between everyday life and spirit life. He links the mysterious elements of the universe with the everyday, conscious living, brings them all together. I feel the artist is still a shaman, able to enter this spiritual realm and produce these fantastic images out of the unconscious, or the spirit world. But in our own civilisation, people have left the artist, although he’s still in the same position, he’s still in touch with the spirits but on the whole people think he’s just a crank. On the other hand, the fact that the art galleries are thronged again means that a lot of people have this need still. I think what people get from art as they go round galleries enthusiastically is this spiritual enlightenment. But, on the whole, people think anything spiritual is just hoo-ha.


Obviously the appearance of your paintings has changed over your career but have your concerns remained the same?


Well, my paintings have an organic life. It’s something which happens only gradually. In the last couple of weeks, for example, I’ve been doing paintings which look as though they’ve been painted in the 1950s. It’s always a matter of stylistic character. It’s something which evolves, I don’t think one consciously thinks about this sort of thing. Evolution is something purely organic and happens in irrational leaps. It develops along its own lines. Looking at some of my earliest work, the qualities of paint in my first self-portrait are very close to qualities which you find in the work now. It’s quite extraordinary. The use of black came from the very start. Very strong black outlines came very quickly, straight away. I didn’t have to think about it. These things seemed to be inherent in myself.


The main break which launched me towards thinking about painting was that my father had a whole collection of books, mainly impressionist, in the house. I used to sit and pore over these things. I was absolutely fascinated. I’d never seen any real art at all. I became enthralled by van Gogh and Cézanne and Gauguin. The qualities which these painters had soaked into in my mind, so as soon as I started painting, I was painting these qualities sort of instinctively. So obviously I recognised something in these painters’ work; something which was inherent in myself.


Broadly speaking, what is the relationship between the main themes and concerns in your work and the way you paint them?


Well, there’s no difference at all really. When the work’s going well, the actual style, content and technique have to be completely unified. This is the thing both when you’re working and looking at a work of art. One is aware of the technique, quality of paint, subject matter, relationships of colour and the spiritual intensity but it all comes together. Quite often when one is working, certain elements come separate, you become very involved with a certain area where the colour quality isn’t right, or a certain area where the drawing of the shapes doesn’t quite work. But when the thing’s working properly, one’s not aware of any difference between the drawing, the quality of the paint and the subject matter.


Have you ever considered yourself as an abstract painter?


No, not really. At one stage I had this vision in my mind – a painting that was completely devoid of form and had no brilliant colour. It was just a very vague notion – an image, a magical thing without any form at all. However, when you make marks on a surface, for me anyway, you can’t make a mark without it taking on some kind of significance, some kind of symbolic quality. Even the very movements you make with an arm and a brush automatically make forms like circles, squares or triangles. Now one might think these are abstract but to me there is, even in a circle, a kind of magic about it. So one begins to realise that the circle could be an ancient symbol, which could mean all sorts of strange things. From earliest times I’ve felt this, so for that reason I’ve never felt attracted to pure abstraction. It seemed to me a completely dead art – an arrangement of cold forms on a surface. However, in a painting by Mondrian, for example, I always felt this isn’t abstract art, this is sheer magic. How can one explain that? I walk into an art gallery and I see a Mondrian, I say, ‘My God!’ It takes me into mysterious spaces. In the next room, I see an abstract painting which is just completely dead, just an arrangement of forms on a surface. Mondrian has something else. Perhaps there is no such thing as abstract art.


If you don’t consider yourself an abstract painter, what is the relationship between your paintings and the immediate, everyday world?


I’m very involved in the outside world. We do a lot of gardening, swimming, sailing and walking. However, although I get enormously excited about trees and birds and animals, I’ve never taken it into my head to put all that down in paint. What I get from nature is the same as what I get from art. A kind of revelation of something beyond myself. I get completely saturated by just pure living. For me painting isn’t the only thing. There are so many other activities where I’m involved in the same state of pure living. Swimming underwater, when one becomes a fish virtually; it’s not a case of being like a fish, but from time to time one really experiences being part of the sea. Life comes from the sea and there is something very magical about being underwater. One suddenly has this contact with the beginning of life itself, in that water – one’s taken into that mysterious, fantastical, mystical thing.


Your later work has the appearance of being more considered and controlled than the paintings you were producing in the 1950s and ’60s. Does that mean that the role of intuition and improvisation has become less important in your working method?


No, it’s not true really. In the early works, improvisation happened in the actual paintings. So many ideas would apply in the one work. Eventually, most of them would be destroyers. I suppose it had a lot to do with youthful exuberance, feeling that, through sheer physical well-being, I could pull the thing off. There was an awful lot of wastage. So when one gets older one gets more patient, so that there still is as much improvisation now but most of it goes on in the drawing stage.


The finished result looks as if it’s highly contrived and controlled but it’s not the case at all. It’s come through a long process of errors, mistakes, struggles, trials and tribulations.


How, then, have the opposites of freedom and control operated in your work over the years?


I think our notions of liberation and being completely free are a kind of dead end. It’s like all notions of freedom. In the modern world the struggle is when nationalities get free, all sorts of chaos sets in and you get many kinds of problems. So freedom isn’t the greatest thing in the world really. I often think that the artist is too free. We had the notion in the 1950s and 1960s that complete freedom was the thing. We’d give up all the traditional nonsense and techniques, and we’d work completely free, just from ourselves, just by direct work with paint. To do this many of us worked on the floor – like Jackson Pollock. With liquid paint and a big brush, we’d cover an enormous canvas very quickly. You could get all these qualities coming from liquid paint flowing into each other, just like watercolour. But that kind of freedom, I realised very quickly, was too restricting. I knew Jackson Pollock very intimately just the year before he died. He’d got to that stage where he’d given up painting, he realised that just throwing paint on the canvas was so restricting. In some of the later paintings, he was actually trying to draw – he was drawing heads and things. In order to create new forms and new ideas you had to curb your freedom. By all means you had to use freedom in the gestation of the process but working within restrictions can be so much more productive.


What about your recent use of extended passages from books in foreign languages, as well as English? How is the written word adapted in your paintings?


It’s not supposed to have any specific meaning. If I put writing in my work, I am adding another dimension, an element of poetry.


I became very interested in books on primitive art, particularly Indian and Caribbean. I was very interested in the petroglyphs of the Carib Indians, these engravings in stone. I was tremendously excited by these images. So I started making a really extensive study of this art, did a lot of research, and the energy from some of these things crept into my own work. I don’t really read Spanish but it seemed to be a very poetic and immediately expressive language. I started writing Spanish quotations from these books on the Caribs into these paintings. There’s something very lovely about lettering in a pictorial image. It’s something that you find in illuminated manuscripts that I’ve always loved. It’s so very different from just making decorative marks across a painting. If the marks take on the form of actual, readable words it seems to add a poetic dimension: a combination of poetry and painting. Some of the words don’t make sense, from the point of view of the actual subject matter of the painting, but this is all to the good because it gives you a sort of complementary other image which contrasts with the image of the painting.


Do you find that texts in the works, for example in the Hopi Studies, make the link more obvious to the source?


The funny thing is that in the Hopi Studies these are taken from a 19th century book on Hopi Indian art and ceramics design. The book actually describes what these images were derived from – bird forms or whatever. I actually wrote some quotations of these descriptions in the Hopi paintings. There is a very interesting distinction between writing in the earlier paintings which is so irrational and not connected to the images I was painting. In the later paintings, there are actual descriptions of the elements in the painting. But apart from the literal meaning, the script conveys a magical quality.
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