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EYE WITNESS

f_‘fy edith Simen

I jomed the Al at the very mestng which detded on the
name of Artists Intermational, and whech formed the ferst
Committee. The committee consisted of everybody present
except me, who knew nothing about polibcs or procedures
But I'd just bepun 1o teach mysell to use a lypewrier
Mobody else could: 30 then and there | became the AJ typist.

CIiff Rowe and Misha Black were the prime movers, together
wath Pearl Binder who had also been to Russia

The titular secretary was Ann Mebln, CHT Rowe’s wile — not
herseif an artist. They had come together in Russa and had
arived from Moscow only a week or two before: living in a
sort of cuthouse in Old Gloucester Strest. Bloomishary
which belonped 1o a friend. Other inends were helping them
with clothes and pots and pans and groceries — bacon and
egps. said Rowe, was the one thing he'd missed in Russia,
where everythang was in equally short supply with the
excepbon of enthusiasm,

Hea had lved there for 18 months, that means since 1931,
when the poneenng atmosphere of the wdealistic 205 sl
fliourished in Russia, where forepn wisitors were welcomed
with open arms and allowed 1o noam fres

k is important 1o understand the heady mpact abroad of
the young Russian Revolution as a constructive hiberating
foree — much like what happened at the beginring of the
French Rewvolution, Also, the Sciet Uinion then was all
peared to intermaticnalism. It stood for world socElism,
without any nationalstic pretensions

Well Ann not longer after retumed to her natre Amenca
and Rowe became the seoretary He and Misha Black
remained the leading sperts for the nesd few years,

| contnued to do the typing — minutes, cormesponoence,
marsfestos and leaflets, artickes, stencils; the ot 50 Widh
closaly imvolved in everything, from the shaping of ams and
policy 1o practical day-to-day actnities

I dont know what the left-wang mowvement had oone
without us! We painted banners, often through the night. and
monumental heads of Marx and Lenan for demos in which
we also marched We designed and printed posters, made
seenery for Unity Theatre, We made murgie Ve drew
portraits, one shilling, and caricatures, sixpence, at Daily
Worker bazaars. in relays, by the hour A bberal educabon n
Ry respect

| remember some panting expeditions and informal ke
classes, also a camping holiday by a lonely beach in Essec
about a dozen adults, two babies, and fluctuating visinors!
Wve had a margues fo Wwork in and a gramophone (o dance
to, and peng pong: Misha was altogether a preat crganeser and
he knew a sympathetic lorry drver. You don't magne any of
us had cars

In the open air or out of it decussion never ceased, about
Miresm and culture, form and content, arl and propaganca;
about techniques of painting and the use of new matenals
for sculpture; about the capitalist onss. Feople Talked and
argued as they worked together, amed endless cups of tea
arnd yards of banner knen and gallons of red paint and
printing ink, There wasn't any speaal workshop — ong used
the floors and walls of Rowe's and Masha’s flatz In fact Mishas
girifriend left hirn, saying she could no longer bear the biood
of Lemn runmng. dosan the wall (s all nght they got
marriad m the &nd,)
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heartening symptom really; we would stop it As for the
threat of warn the 191418 camage was still so vivid in the
public consciousness that gpven encugh  reasoned
propaganda the old conspiracy of the capitalist armaments
ring should be foiled,

The word totalitarian, even had it been curment which it
wasn't, would not have appied to Soviet Russia, wheme i
seemed social pstice regmed, hand in hand with the
mipamum advancement of human potental and resources
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The contrary smplications of Stalinist policy had not begun 1o
filter through. Indeed it wasn't till after the Kirov assassination
n 1934 that the Terror was systematically developed

There was no unemployment in the Soviet Unian, rather the
reverse, [t was the only country where foreigners of any
trade didnt nieed work permits, And art was respected as a
wital organec part of society so that artists were in huge
dernand
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Mot so in Britain. A contemporary survey tells us that the
great majority of artists was unemploved, Ludey were those
that found teaching posts or managed to lve hand 1o mouth
on free-lance piecework ke book covers and illustrations,
not to mention temporary jobs making drawings of
jewedlery at 30 shilings for a 56-hour week or painting
lampshades or colounng cartoon films for a weeldy wage of
25 shillings. | had done both the latter, and being way under
ape recened 10 shillings and sxpence. | can tell vou that was
et 1o nothing then too. But the alternative was nothing at
all,

People painted barber pobes, tried 1o sell vacuum cleaners,
or did copytyping (me again) at the rate of threepence per
1000 words, top and 2 carbons ...

At least this state of affairs helped to ercde the ald
miernecing snobberes as between easel painting  and
commesrcial art

Getting on with one’s work betweenwhiles wasn't easy
either, snce matenals cost maney | recall paintings done wath
shoe polish on newspaper — good discipline in its way no
doubt but poor practice in the long run.That was where the
celebrated kthography class which Jim Fitton ran at the
Central School was a great stand-by besides serving us as a
crypto discussion cluls for 1006 3 term you pot the we of
materials and equipment thrown inin my case, | gratefully
remember, the then principal even waved the fee.

Private patronage, never ample, had dried up with the
Depression. State patronage there was none, Commercal
artists with 'real’ jobs were considered well-off on £3 and £6
a week and were jolly well expected to share thewr cigarettes
with the rest of us and stand us the odd meal. At that, the
guality of the work required of them was most often
abysmal and thus a ternible grind. But for the great and good
Shell Od compary and London Passenger Transport Board,
enlightened sponsors who offered a mapnificent £100 for a
poster and encouraged enterprsing design, there prevailed
an al-time low! by and large.

A ot of indgent artsts ived around the back waters of
Soho and especially Bloomsbury with its Georgan
architecture in sub-standard glum condition — since razed by
bomibs and replaced with office blocks, alas. During the war

Camden Town became popular At one tme Peri, Priscilla
Thameyeroft, Carel Wesght, O Rowe, Alex Koodman, me,
ard a non-engaped sculptor, one-tme winner of the Prix de
Rome who modelled for the Royal Mint, occupied a cosy
ramshackle enclave called Camden Studsos. with one small
Anderson shelter planted in the middie of the yard, Its the
scene of my ifile picture of the Btz — Hampstead was for

the more affluent. = W furniture conssted larpely of paclang
cases, that made it easier ta it when the rent fell too far into
ETEArsS.

In Jamnes Fittons words, Evervons was 1o the ket then What
el was there!”

Can you imagine the upsurpe of energy and wall from the
mews that art could actually help to revolutionse society;
that art and the values it embodses are a fundamental part
of society; that the thorough mtegration of art nto everyday
lfe must enhance the quaiity of both and improve the artst's
kvelihood and status. Clearly artists formed the natural
vanguard in the fight for peace, freedom and  full
employment The Al among its other functions would
become the artists” trade union.

The vestad trade unegns wouldn't hawe anything to do with
us, though, The Left spectrum had many shades, ranging from
the Marast intellectuals 1o the plan  humanitarian
gympathisers. The Labour Party of that time was
conaderably to the nght of centres it saw red everywhers,
out of all proportion to the then quite neglible numbers and
influence of the communists,

While certainly the Al had derved much of its mpetus and
strategy from Marxist inspiration, it maintained the broadest
possible platform. it had to, 50 as (o allow the broadest
affiliations. Otherwise there was the frankly comemunist
Hogarth Group, The anly CP member on the Al commities
wits CIiff Rowe = and the Party directed him to shave off his



murumal beard, because the workers wouldn't ke i, That was
n England, not in Russia — 3 sacnfice to the Popular Front. fo
the same end, the Artsts Internatonal becarmse the Artists
Internatonal Assocation. The revalutionst nown turmed oo
an INROCUoUS ackecine

Actual links with artists’ groups abroad were mostly by way
of mutual contnbutions to exhibitions. Except for the
concrete help extended to refugees from Man Germany
and later Spamn and Crechoslovakia — but that's in a different
catepory of acbon,

Thiere wias nEveEr any puestion of the AlA a5 a -'_-1:,-!:'_-1v_
movement. True, the idea of Socialist Realsm or Proletanan
Art, as formutated by the Sovet Writers' Congress of 13734,
did spark off a notable stimulus. Remember nobody knew
then what it was 1o lead 1o, in the line of heroic kitseh, nor
m the way of wholesale anti-modermesm. Logcal for us to
assurne that it had to do with subsect matter primanly, with
the proseso that as regards treatment. representaton shouwld
be recognsable by the proletanat.

We didn't in fact male much headway with the proletanat,
as witness the fadure of the Bveryman Prints scheme Still the
innate virtwe and wisdem of the worleng class remamed
axiomatic. We made much of being workers too and soughi
to play down any bourgeois antecedents of our own - those
that were 50 burdensd. Ve believed that salabon lay m
leveiling down  and emironment not  henedily
determned wtallpence and aptitudes entirely, Indeadualists
in the way we hed we condemned mdnedualism as a
reactionary heresy. But nobody had the shghtest wish to
control other people’s manner of working. Realism was the
chiel objective — but realism s a protean term After all, the

that
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AlA supported the surmeaksts and dedn't turm dowmn Harbar
Hepworth or Picasso, The very diversity of works brought
together for a commaoan purpese in the AlA's big partsan
exdhibition was what made them so effectve

Fd say that the only AL actnasts who really made the grade
under the head of political art were the 3 Jameses (Boswell,
Fettan Hodtand), CHT Revoe, and Pen, | was amazed when |
first zaw The Story of the AlA Exhibibion in Cedord last year,
how much Invelier and more ongnal than most peoples |
now found Per's work, I'm sorry to say that many of us
dhiclr't think much of it at the time. Maybe his shighthy difficult
p:r-':nnqh'!';,- i -_.-'_1rr'||_ﬂrf'||lli.!: 1o oo wath i
'|_-"||:|u:,1lh1_ but then, who can clam absodute |u|1;!'.:rr'4.-n1-' Lest
we forget - there are abways personality clashes and power
struggies in even the most fagh-mimoed groups

{ A chastening

Havang got this off my chest and made my apologies to Pen's
shade, | find this a Pood MOment 1D pause. [ ve tmed 1o ke
the feel of those earty days rather than recie a blow-by-
blow synopsis. The exhibition does give a pretty
comprehemsnve outhne of the story, fled in by Lynda Morms
and Robert Radford in their book which is a model of
research, analysis and presentation. Read il

I'm merely concerned with the bepinning and the end — the
penods of birth and growth and of decline,

You will have gathered that the polbical clause was erased
from the ALA Constitution in 1953, It went as follows: "To
take part in politcal actrity, 1o organise or collaborate in any
meeting or dermanstration in !.'_.-l'r"-:'l-'1r|'|_.' with the ams of the
Association where action seems desirable or justifiable. After
this had been axpunged, the AlA wumed out to be eflectively
dead, though it wouldnt finally lie down till 1971.With the
claire intact it had lasted lpnper than any other artists group
| krsowy o,

S0 whiat do we make of that!

Orce again, Soiel Russia was the ey From bewng a land of
rateant promise Fugsa  had fl'nll'lr'-,E'-'.' Mo a4 repressive
mienace in the eyes of her former disciples. | he fear of baing
tanted by association was as strong as the fear of Russian
appressveness itsell. Dissociation was the answer Well and
pood but was it necessary to

abnegate  political



commitment altogethery Talk of throwing out the babry wath
the bathveater Political commidment had been the whole
essence of the ALA its raison d'étre. There is a quotation, He
that saveth his ke shall bose . Cutting loose doesn't havee 10
entad cuttng your throat, does i

o be fair wisdom 15 cheap after the sent, of course. | wasn
i Gn Ay ol thal, sither bWy T'll_'.u;,,:ll | Fonr bl the ALA T
pst faded away, well before 1953, Partly because | had
turned to writing came 1o ve in Edinburgh, and didn't go
back to practiang art until the 705 But partly, too, becaise
for me the old sense of urpency, of being in the thick of
||IIII:¢!!._ had pasoed, a5 et e wicker panson of the ALA
o B

Pity they have to grow up! as the saying poes.

had acouered a ot of Establshment look of its

happens

If o the Exhabibon one saw few il any great works, it goes to
llustrate the perenmial ddemma a5 bebessen creabon and
premoblon Tirrse arsd CAEerEy ans elastic = bul ol miinitek 0
Theré comes a poirt where the artist has to choose which

B

to grve most of hmsell to the work as such o the

endegour o biedd aptomial condifons 1or L Ve
perhaps salute those AlA pioneers whose names and works
have faled to leave a mark, as willing martyrs to the artist’s
Calse as large. We showtd not be here, no; # but for their
dedicated affort.

e 0w

How much of the art of any gven ape i "great ! Considering
the vast increase of populations and their life span, the
percentage cannot but dimimsh sharply as the numbers
proww to whom art becomnes an accessible occupation. Does
that matter?

Since the bepinning of recorded art, from Lascaux to
Guemica, the majorty of great works has sprung from
ideclopical souwrces and has striven to improve the guality of
life — smplicithy, for you don't have o
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that the totally
uncomirmetied practecners O arl abchcate thisar ‘i_::r'-l ANa

moral aof this story i3

ther duty of socal participatson and true creatraby At best

that's self-castration. it 'can senously damage your health
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