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The Artist and Politics

HAVE been asked by the Artists’ International Association to

explain as shortly as I can why it is that the artist at present
is interested, actively and genuinely, in politics. For it seems that
there are some people to whom this interest is suspect.

That the writer is interested in politics needs no saying. Every
publisher’s list, almost every book that is now issued, brings proof
of the fact. The historian today is writing not about Greece and
Rome in the past, but about Germany and Spain in the present;
the biographer is writing lives of Hitler and Mussolini, not of
Henry the Eighth and Charles Lamb; the poet introduces
communism and fascism into his lyrics; the novelist turns from
the private lives of his characters to their social surroundings and
their political opinions. Obviously the writer is in such close
touch with human life that any agitation in his subject matter
must change his angle of vision. Either he focuses his sight upon
the immediate problem; or he brings his subject matter into
relation with the present; or in some cases, so paralysed is he by
the agitations of the moment that he remains silent.

But why should this agitation affect the painter and the
sculptor? it may be asked. He is not concerned with the feelings
of his model but with its form. The rose and the apple have no
political views. Why should he not spend his time contemplating
them, as he has always done, in the cold north light that still falls
through his studio window?

To answer this question shortly is not easy, for to understand
why the artist-—the plastic artist—is affected by the state of
society, we must try to define the relations of the artist to society,
and this is difficult, partly because no such definition has ever
been made. But that there is some sort of understanding between
them, most people would agree; and in times of peace it may be
satd roughly to run as follows. The artist on his side held that
since the value of his work depended upon freedom of mind,
security of person, and immunity from practical affairs—for to
mix art with politics, he held, was to adulterate it—he was
absolved from political duties; sacrificed many of the privileges
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that the active citizen enjoyed; and in return created what is
called a work of art. Society on its side bound itself to run the
state in such a manner that it paid the artist a living wage ; asked
no active help from him; and considered itself repaid by those
works of art which have always formed one of its chief claims to
distinction. With many lapses and breaches on both sides, the
contract has been kept; society has accepted the artist’s work in
lieu of other services, and the artist, living for the most part
precariously on a pittance, has written or painted without regard
for the political agitations of the moment. Thus it would be
impossible, when we read Keats, or look at the pictures of Titian
and Velasquez, or listen to the music of Mozart or Bach, to say
what was the political condition of the age or the country in
which these works were created. And if it were otherwise-—if the
Ode to a Nightingale were inspired by hatred of Germany; if Bacchus
and Ariadne symbolized the conquest of Abyssinia; if Figaro ex-
pounded the doctrines of Hitler, we should feel cheated and
imposed upon, as if, instead of bread made with flour, we were
given bread made with plaster.

But if it is true that some such contract existed between the
artist and society, in times of peace, it by no means follows that
the artist is independent of society. Materially of course he
depends upon it for his bread and butter. Art is the first luxury
to be discarded in times of stress; the artist is the first of the
workers to suffer. But intellectually also he depends upon society.
Society is not only his paymaster but his patron. If the patron
becomes too busy or too distracted to exercise his critical faculty,
the artist will work in a vacuum and his art will suffer and perhaps
perish from lack of understanding. Again, if the patron is neither
poor nor indifferent, but dictatorial—if he will only buy pictures
that flatter his vanity or serve his politics—then again the artist
is impeded and his work becomes worthless. And even if there
are some artists who can afford to disregard the patron, either
because they have private means or have learnt in the course of
time to form their own style and to depend upon tradition, these
are for the most part only the older artists whose work is already
done. Even they, however, are by no means immune. For though
it would be easy to stress the point absurdly, still it is a fact that
the practice of art, far from making the artist out of touch with
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his kind, rather increases his sensibility. [t breeds in him a feeling
ior the passions and needs of mankind in the mass which the
citizen whose duty it is to work for a particular country or for a
particular party has no time and perhaps no need to cultivate,
Thus even if he be ineffective, he is by no means apathetic.
Perhaps indeed he suffers more than the active citizen because
he has no vbvious duty to discharge.

For such reasons then it is clear that the artst is aflected as
powerfully as other citizens when society is in chaos, although
the disturbance affects him in different ways. His studio now is
far from being a cloistered spot where he can contemplate his
maodel or his apple in peace. 1t is besieged by voices, all disturbing,
some for one reason, some for another. First there is the voice
which eries: *T cannot protect vou; I cannot pay you. I am so
wortured and distracted that 1 can no longer enjoy your works of
art.” Then there is the voice which asks for help. "Come down
from vour ivory tower, leave your studio,” it cries, ‘and use your
gifts as doctor, as teacher, not as artist.” Again there is the voice
which warns the artist that unless he can show good cause why
art benefits the state he will be made to help it actively—by
making aeroplanes, by liring guns. And finally there is the voice
which many artists in other countries have already heard and
nad © obey-—the voice which proclaims that the artist is the
ervant of the politician. “You shall only practise your art,’ it says,
“at our bidding. Paint us pictures, carve us statues that glorify
our gospels. Celebrate fascism; celebrate communism. Preach
what we bid you preach. On no other terms shall you exist.”

With all these voices crying and conflicting in his ears, how can
the artist still remain at peace in his studio, contemplating his
model or his apple in the cold light that comes through the studio
window? He is forced to take part in politics; he must form
himself into societies like the Artsis’ International Association.
Two causes of supreme importance to him are in peril. The first
is his own survival; the other is the survival of his art.
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HOUGH talk 15 a common habit and much enjoyed, those

who try to record 1t are aware that it runs hither and thither,
seldom sticks to the point, abounds in exaggeration and inaccur-
acy, and hay frequent stretches of extreme dullness. Thus when
seven or eight people dined together the other night the first ten
minutes went in saving how very difficult it is w get about
London nowadays; was it quicker 1o walk or to drive; did the
new system of coloured lights help or hinder? Just as dinner was
announced, somebody asked: ‘But when were picture galleries
invented ”’, a question naturally arising, for the discussing about
the value of coloured lights had led somebody to say that in the
eves of a motorist red is not a colour but simply a danger signal.
We shall very soon lose our sense of colour, another added,
exaggerating, of course. Colours are used so much as signals now
that they will very soon suggest action merely --that 1s the worst
of living in a highly organized community. Other instances of
the change wrought upon our senses by modern conditions were
then cited; how buildings are changing their character because
no one can stand sull o look at them: how statues and mosaics
removed from their old stations and confined to the insides of
churches and private houses lose the qualities proper to them in
the open air. This naturally led to the question when picture
galleries were first opened, and as no precise answer was forth-
coming the speaker went on to sketch a fancy picture of an
inventive youth having to wait his turn to cross Ludgate Circus
i the reign of Queen Anne. ‘Look,” he said to himself, ‘how the
coaches cut across the corner! That poor old boy,” he said,
‘positively had to put his hand to his pigtail. Nobody any longer
stops to look at St. Paul's. Soon all these swinging signboards will
be dismantled. Let me take time by the forelock,” he said, and,
going to his bank, which was near at hand, drew out what re-
mained of his patrimony, and mvested it in a neat set of rooms
in Bond Street, where he hung the first show of pictures ever to
be displayed to the public. Perhaps that is the origin of the House
of Agnew’s; perhaps their gallery stands on the site of the house
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