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In any discussion about art, we are confronted early on by the relationship between 
the individual, the artist, and the work of art. The creative act has never been 
consensual. The earliest cave paintings, now believed to be more than 30,000 years 
old, contain images clearly made by one person; the technique consistent, created 
from line and proportion – a visualisation – that comes from a single imagination. 
Creativity is virtually an exclusive domain, across which only the individual can 
travel. Even in grand co-operative ventures, individuals are often cited as the crucial 
thinkers, the innovative designers; in the arts, it is the principal performers, the 
directors or the writers. Architecture is dominated by individuals; literature, poetry, 
painting and sculpture are all, with only a few notable exceptions, created by a single 
person. Curiously, an exception is rhythm-based music – I won’t use the expression 
“ethnic” in this context, because it is both a term of social exclusion and a non-
sequitur; all music is ethnic – where any number of people can both participate and 
create, playing and dancing, without any particular distinction between participants 
regarding technique or ability, and a blurring between performer and audience. What 
they create is spontaneous, compulsively enjoyable, consumed on the spot, while hot, 
and eaten with the fingers. The people’s art: I like that idea.

Art also travels through time, or transports us through it, I’m not sure which. Is 
there any difference between the way we are moved by a sculpture 2000 years old, 
and one that was completed yesterday? What is it in music composed 500 years ago 
that speaks to me so profoundly, and articulately, today? I suppose you could say 
the vocabulary is archaic in historic art, reflecting eras of classical music or painting, 
styles of composition or rules of syntax, colour or instrument usage. Yet all art speaks 
to us, no matter its age or provenance, if we care to listen. There is certainly cultural 
preference, mainly through habit and familiarity, but many experience beauty and 
profundity in other cultures. The language of art is universal, just with a few dialects 
to contend with. 

In terms of content, however, there is really nothing new. Art appears to have been 
exploring the same topics for all time; love, death, mystery, fear, good and evil, hate, 
greed, wonder, the glorious, the terrible and the profound. All the usual biblical 
suspects, it seems. Art transcribes and transforms all human experience, a subject that 
appears both endless and endlessly fascinating (although that’s a bit like saying we 
enjoy looking in a mirror a great deal). Even if it is a story driven by vanity, none the 
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less it’s a good ‘un, and it’s all about our favourite subject. This is why the narratives 
of all human art contain something consistent, that you can recognise in a painting 
created thirty millennia before you existed. In some ways, we have changed very 
little since Homo sapiens started pruning the evolutionary tree, built a fire out of the 
cuttings, and drew a picture with the charcoal remains. 

Nor do we experience works of art in the same ways, no matter in which time 
period the work was created. People get such a variety of rewards from art, because 
we perceive art as individuals, and interpret art out of our own experience. Actually, 
I think this unique interaction enhances the experience; we are all aware that our 
appreciation belongs solely to us, which we like. (I do wonder, by way of an aside, 
whether early humans regrettably translated the ownership of experience into the 
ownership of what we experience). We also enjoy sharing our appreciation, and in 
this most people are quite altruistic; rarely does one person admit how moved they 
were by a work of art in order to manipulate the other in some way. It is a common 
feature of human behaviour to share art with other people, out of the hope they 
might be as touched by it as we were, which is nice.

When we come to consider how it is we are touched by art, at best all informed 
speculators are merely one-eyed kings. There are those, of course, that want to explain 
our emotional responses as seratonin uptake or dopamine production, changes in 
respiratory rhythms and so forth. They do art a disservice, and insult our profound 
experiences of it. To reduce our interaction with art to such mundane processes is yet 
another attempt to stamp out mystery. I don’t want anyone to explain why I find a 
piece of music so deeply moving, or why a scene in a film makes me cry. The strange 
illogic of my reactions is an attractive and valuable part of the whole experience; what 
is it they say – everybody likes a good mystery? I like it best when I see an enigma in 
my shaving mirror. It may be flattering, but rarely dull.

The effects of art are rendered mysterious, at least in part, by being addressed to our 
emotions. I sometimes think we refer to our soul as a definition of an emotional 
personality, one that exists within, and through, the framework of our physical selves. 
Although our bodies can be affected, art speaks most fluently to our feelings. In fact, 
one might say that the body’s reactions are the physical expressions of the experiences 
of the emotional self; where the emotions lead, the body follows. Considering too 
that we perceive nearly all art by simply looking or listening, the effects of powerful 
art on us are surprisingly visceral. Out of context, you might interpret the effects of 
art as detrimental, distressing. We cry or laugh almost uncontrollably, our emotions 
plunge to terrible depths and rise to great heights in a matter of moments, we feel 
faint, our adrenaline pumps, the pulse rate increases, we shake and lose muscular 
co-ordination, and we absolutely love it! We feel better for it, and art can also have 
the curious effect of making us feel somehow strengthened or renewed, as if the work 
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had transmitted something palpable to us, activated like a beacon instead of being 
quiescent. In art, messages appear to travel in both directions.

We give ourselves to art in order to experience it. To get from art everything on offer, 
we engage with it. Art is never best experienced passively, hence the fact that we 
sometimes feel quite exhausted after a great encounter. We work surprisingly hard for 
our rewards, but that’s all part of the experience. I do wonder if the effort we put into 
our appreciation doesn’t also make us judgmental, for if there is one vice to which art-
lovers most easily succumb, it is snobbery. Some of us find it necessary to invoke an 
arcane value system, where art that does not move us personally is somehow defective 
or invalid; how many times do you hear someone declare that a work “isn’t art”, 
much to the opprobrium of those who think it is? The snooty dismissal also seems to 
be underscored by a sense of disappointment; a feeling of being let down, perhaps by 
the artist, and possibly by those whose taste is seen to be rather less discriminating 
than our own. Overstated concerns for the quality of art appear almost proprietorial, 
as if art needed protection, which it never has; as if I was the sole arbiter of its virtue, 
which I could never be. Art belongs to no-one.

Unfortunately, there are two criteria we impose on art that are entirely unnatural to 
it. On the one hand, we try to rank art by merit – technical, emotional, contextual 
– and on the other hand, we attempt to attach a financial value to its works. Both 
efforts do considerable damage to art and our relationship to it. Believing that some 
art is more meritorious than others is to misunderstand the point of art; it is the most 
compelling means of self-expression available to human beings, and it doesn’t matter 
what anyone else thinks about it. The opinions of others are not the point of art; to 
create the work is. Art is not created for an audience; all true artists create out of a 
passion to discover some truth in themselves, to forge a physical entity out of the 
ephemeral aspects of perception, to celebrate their reaction to the world around them 
and, through the work, to donate a personal contribution to the culture of which he 
or she is a part. Artists do it for themselves, not to others. The audience comes later, 
and is a bit of a bonus (assuming they like what you’ve done, naturally). This is true 
even of the performing arts, because nearly everything the artist has accomplished 
has been achieved before giving the performance, which, from the artist’s point of 
view is as much a reward for the hard work as the epitome of it. (Conversely, for the 
audience, the performance is the work of art entire; the only chance they have to 
interact with the artist). None the less, the merit of art is found in the process that 
creates it. After that, artists have little creative connection with their work, usually 
because they are fully occupied with the idea, or execution, of the next.

It is the creation of art that is meritorious, not the later appreciation of it. On that 
basis, no-one can claim one work is better than the next. It is not possible to say that 
one artist’s exploration has more value than that of another, no matter what value you 
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refer to, because you are, in effect, comparing two lives and how they are lived. Such 
issues can have little influence on – or meaning for – the artists being compared. They 
are, however, rather less indifferent to the financial value of their work – unless they 
are dead. Attaching a price to work and rewarding artists commensurate with some 
level of approval or status disenfranchises the public, the allegedly ordinary people, 
from art and its creation. Living artists of all kinds become rich, famous, powerful 
and influential, and we are awed by this. The artist is elevated to a position through 
which we are intimidated by creativity, thinking it can only be demonstrated by 
special people with prodigious talent; an elite, in other words. Putting a price on art 
also aids the snobs, because they have a new criterion against which they can test their 
discrimination. When art is given some notional financial value, it also becomes a 
commodity. Like any commodity, it is assayed, traded, inflated, hoarded, coveted and 
stolen, in the process divesting art of nobility and aesthetic. It’s just another currency 
in the hands of the philistines who run the market.

Under the double-edged blade of false merit and fake value, the true democracy of 
artistic effort is guillotined, the mob as ever executing the wrong victim. We are both 
mob and victim in this case, because our misaligned discrimination and self-exclusion 
from the ranks of the creative leave us impoverished. I believe this point to be very 
important if, returning to my main theme, we are to create a utopian society. I don’t 
think it contentious to suggest that if we lived in a world where we didn’t have to 
do so much onerous labour, most of us would seek to live a more creative life. How 
could we enjoy such a future if we were beset with imagined inadequacy? I repeat: 
the point of art is to create it; the principle beneficiary: the creator. I suggest that to 
turn society towards utopian methods, we should start at the level of the individual. 
What better way to commence than by being more creative; less concerned with 
material gain than spiritual expression? What’s more, by placing the importance of 
creativity before acquisition, art becomes a political act, as W.H.Auden commented: 
“In our age, the mere making of a work of art is itself a political act. So long as artists 
exist, making what they please and think they ought to make, even it it’s not terribly 
good, even if it only appeals to a handful of people, they remind the management of 
something managers need to be reminded of, namely, that the managed are people 
with faces, not anonymous numbers…” 

Couldn’t have put it better myself. It does bear repeating that the objectives of all 
artists must be to create the work. I have said elsewhere that out of a society rebuilt 
from the ground up, without extremes of restrictive planning, a more spontaneous 
and worthy civilisation might emerge. This won’t happen if, with many people 
turning towards creativity, they aspire to a best-selling novel, a hit CD, stardom, 
celebrity, a Mercedes, abundant sex, a wheelbarrow full of Class A drugs, their names 
in lights and reputations recast in sinister origami by the media. All such ambitions 
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are self-defeating in a proto-egalitarian society. To live a creative life is its own reward; 
to demand something more, to seek profit from our future freedom, is to forget that 
the great majority of us are currently obliged to spend most of our lives doing things 
we don’t really like.

�
I think that performance arts are, at best, more profound than negotiated forms. I 
create the distinction for both artists and audience, because performing introduces 
possibilities that only arise through the immediacy of the performance, itself a very 
demanding component. It is the only time in art that a dialog occurs between artist 
and public as the work is created. It is the only time the audience may influence, and 
therefore directly contribute, to the work. Performance can incorporate spontaneity 
in the art itself, which no pre-conceived work can accommodate. Performance 
requires nerve – it is dangerous in ways the painter, sculptor or writer can never 
experience – and demands specific disciplines additional to the craft and inspiration 
that all art has in common. Performance mirrors mortality; it has a brief life to which 
all present attest, and then it’s gone. I know you can watch the video or play the CD 
after the event, but it still jumps into artificial life, only to die an hour or two later, 
whereas you can sit in front of a painting your whole life, should you so choose. We 
can also look at a painting at a time of our choosing, but a live performance requires 
our attendance, and perhaps this adds a certain pleasurable tension, a heightened 
appreciation that counters complacency. 

Conversely, pre-constructed art may take a day or a lifetime to create. We don’t know 
because we weren’t there and played no part in the construction, although it is true 
our appreciation is not much diminished by our ignorance; what does it matter to me 
how long Titian took to slap on the pigment, or how many years Rodin spent beating 
the living daylights out of a lump of rock? There is no artistic merit measured by the 
calendar. Unlike a performance, or human beings, the life-span of the pre-constructed 
work may considerably exceed that of the artist who created it, which may arguably 
distance the viewer somewhat; who can contemplate the eternal in art without being 
a shade discomfited by how little time we have to admire it? 

Exposing the artist so directly to the admiration (or otherwise) of their audience is 
both a good and a bad thing. The benefits are derived from the communication, 
spontaneity and the spur to quality provided by a basic, all too human desire not 
to look like a prat. The downside is the falsity of it all; the flattery, the applause, the 
fawning and admiration, the celebrity, autographs, fame, fortune and so on. Many 
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artists have their heads turned; many lose contact with their art as a result. Some 
become insufferably self-important, others lose their nerve and can never work again, 
destroyed by anxiety, expectation and demand. Some become ridiculously greedy, 
others addicted to the limelight. In all similar cases, the work suffers greatly.

The issue of artistic quality, which I identified earlier as rather boorish when applied 
comparatively, is all too real in performance art. I’m sure you’ve had a conversation 
with someone who wasn’t really paying attention to what you were saying, who 
appeared distracted in some way, or perhaps evasive, sly, calculating? In conversation, 
we pick up many signals for such behaviour through instinctive understanding of 
body language, tone, manner and myriad other such signals. Naturally, we also 
do this when we watch a performance. A good performer appears to address each 
person directly, and the theatrical nature of performance – the exaggeration – applies 
as much to the signals an artist sends out unconsciously as the song they are sing 
or the words they speak. So while we can’t really rate artists or their performances 
comparatively, we can certainly rate the quality of a single performance specifically in 
terms of how well the communication went.

This presents a bit of a paradox for the artist. I’ve already stated that artists produce 
work to please themselves. How then do you account for the fact that your work 
is intended to be seen or heard, that the audience is an essential component of the 
performance? What’s more, how much, if at all, should an artist deliberately cater for 
the audience when writing the song, constructing the dialog or choreographing the 
steps? Looking at it the other way, supposing the artist was to completely ignore the 
audience, its tastes and desires, and follow only the muse? Would this not be arrogant, 
elitist and patronising? The answer to both problems can be found, but in different 
ways. I believe that catering in any way to a future audience will pervert the creation 
of the work to a greater or lesser degree; as the aphorism would have it, compromise 
is the enemy of quality. We should also ask why the artist might be prepared to make 
such a sacrifice. Perhaps the artist wants something more from his or her work than 
merely the pleasure of creating it. Any number of motives previously elaborated 
will suffice; the desire to please the audience in some way at the expense of artistic 
integrity always stems from matters unrelated to making art, but strongly connected 
to the self-serving notions of ego, ambition and material gain.

The degree of isolation a performing artist should maintain from their potential 
audience, and the effect on the work, is a different matter. The best way to consider 
this is to split the performance from the creation of the work. The writing of music 
or a play, creating a dance; these are the acts that must be untainted by base desires. 
The source material must come from the heart, and speak to the emotions, objectives 
that contrivance will undermine. Performance itself, on the other hand, is entirely 
contrived: artifice rather than art. It is wholly appropriate to consider the audience, 
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their demographic, the venue, the quality of sound, the staging, lighting, colour 
schemes, drama, dress, pace, dynamics and duration. Taking these issues under 
consideration has no deleterious effects on the work, the merits of which remain 
untouched, in the way a melody is not changed by the way its performer is lit on 
stage.

Some people fail to understand this point at all. Emerging bands are an acute source 
of concern in this respect. Live music, especially from new bands, is under serious 
threat, largely from the indifference of its audience. So many people these days 
prefer to listen to records that a whole new performance art has sprung up around 
being a DJ. I can’t say I blame the audience, because so many young bands are truly 
terrible. It’s not so much that these bands can’t actually play, rather that they can’t 
perform. Playing music for oneself in private is perfectly legitimate; doing so in front 
of an audience without acknowledging their importance, and that a second craft has 
been invoked, is not. In many cases, it’s like watching a band rehearse, or watching 
someone meditate. They are not communicating with anybody, not even with each 
other; sullen, alienated, self-absorbed, distant, evasive, even abusive; they have little 
time for the audience. Too many bands are actually demanding that we notice that 
they can play, rather than pay attention to what they play, as if the artist was the 
art, the messenger taken for the message. The full extent of their ambition is to get 
on stage and be looked at, to be congratulated for having bothered to learn their 
instruments (to some degree) and rehearse some songs. Their performances are not an 
attempt to communicate – the songs are not deemed that important, more something 
to do when you’re onstage – but to impress. This is why so many bands play much 
too loud through terrible PA systems, or use ludicrous effects to dramatise their acts. 
Playing at top volume requires top class gear in a suitably large venue, and stagecraft 
cannot be substituted for a lack of craft elsewhere. Without the bombast, very little 
is actually going on. Audiences know this despite the window dressing, and it’s no 
wonder they elect instead to listen to records. You can rely on a CD played at a disco 
and you know what you’re going to get in advance, so why take the risk of being 
cheated yet again by live music? Art is always coupled with risk, but it should be the 
artist taking the brunt of it, not the audience.

�
In keeping with my affection for the mysterious, I would like to mention an attribute 
of recorded performance that is nearly metaphysical in dimension. During the 
process of recording – film, video, CD – something ineffable is captured along with 
the picture and sound. We understand that the picture is created by a process that 
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translates light into patterns etched on film, or electronic signals on video. We know 
that microphones turn variations of air pressure into electromagnetic signals. So 
much for science. 

What we don’t know is how, between these scientific processes, the magic of a 
performance is also captured. Not only that, but it doesn’t seem to be affected by 
the quality of the recording, so strange is the substance. For example, when I hear a 
Louis Armstrong solo played off a wax cylinder made in 1926, the recorded sound 
of the instruments is laughably attenuated; hardly any bass at all, the piano reduced 
to a tinkling percussion, drums sharp and thin, weedy clarinet and the trumpet 
sound lacking most of its colour. So how come the playing rips the top of my head 
off and injects itself straight into my brain? The force is undeniable, the passion 
overwhelming. Armstrong’s solos are penetrating like a drill, the playing vibrant, 
thrilling, beautiful, and absolutely crammed with life’s most potent energies. I’m only 
hearing a few percent of the sound that was made in the studio that day, but I can’t 
believe I’m missing much of the performance. Another example out of my childhood 
is the music of Django Reinhardt and Stephane Grappelli. When I listened to my 
father’s 78s as a kid, at first all I could hear was the hiss and scratches. Next, I’d be 
distracted by the odd sense of distance that the recording technique imparted on the 
instruments, as if they were in the next room. Then, suddenly: BANG! I was on a 
crazy carriage flying perilously through the air, drawn by the exhilarating interplay 
of intricately threaded melodies, dazzling improvisation, a conversational quality 
shot through with melodrama, of audacious rhythm, torrential glissandi and the 
vivid flights of counterpoint that fuelled their playing. The quality of the recording 
evidently didn’t matter at all. Listening to the great artists, jazz or classical, on early 
recordings, everything that is transcendental in their work is crystal clear to the 
listener, entirely undiminished by the limited bandwidth and crude techniques of the 
recording. Weird, huh?

Some performances don’t record quite as well. Most of the ballet albums I have 
heard are a bit of a letdown, a lot of muted thumps between giant rabbits signalling 
to each other on tea-chests covered with a duvet. I remain nonplussed, as I do with 
ventriloquists on radio. Recorded visual performances display the same strange virtue, 
however. You can watch a grainy black and white drama with dialog that sounds 
like the actors are speaking through small metal cones, and still be as moved by the 
performances as if it were shot yesterday on a 70mm Panaflex and post-produced 
with seven channel Dolby surround-sound. We laugh as hard at the flickering 16mm 
black and white antics of Laurel and Hardy captured seventy-five years ago as we do 
at their contemporaries, although I’m hard put to think of any their equal just at the 
moment. The real emotional message retains its power and vitality; the quality of the 
medium is nearly irrelevant. Any old bottle will do – the wine always tastes as good.
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It is unfortunate that, as we seem to do so often, we have turned a good idea like 
recording a performance into a device detrimental to the art it records. We come, 
of course, to the interface between commerce and culture. It is possible, in a 
foolishly romantic sort of way, to suggest that if we hadn’t developed recording and 
reproduction through various media, the arts might be better off for it. There is an 
awful lot of bad art out there, all made for profit, the universal motive for all cheap, 
derivative, ill-disciplined, shallow and manipulative work. Bad art is not really art at 
all; as they say, it’s the ninety-seven percent that give the other three a bad name. The 
peddlers hope we can’t tell the difference. They certainly can’t, so they serve up any 
old crap to test our gullibility. It is a bit unfortunate that so much rubbish does find 
some kind of paying audience, but maybe that’s just a measure of how desperate we 
are. It might also be a measure of how indiscriminate we are, but there it is. 

If we are desperate for something – moved out of despair – then perhaps we are 
seeking insulation from the harsh realities of our existence. Real art can never be the 
much vaunted “opiate of the masses” because art is never soporific, and rarely dulls 
the senses. The warehouses of second-rate creativity are full of products designed 
to soothe us, placate our fears and sweeten the pill of the work ethic, a palliative 
for the barren reality of our daily lives, but to have the greatest effect, the works 
must be reduced to a level of vulgarity that ensures their greatest appeal. They are 
also endlessly repetitive, the same pill swallowed over and over, like all long-term 
medication. 

The topical arguments about elitism in society, from education to entertainment, 
are an attempt to disguise the way we are asked to be less discriminating. Where 
the contentment of the masses is achieved by placation, it is necessary to imbue in 
the audience a sense of aesthetic democracy, a critical equality, so that everyone can 
consume the second-rate without question or dissent, and not feel cheated as they do 
so. Where the voice of discrimination is heard – against soap operas or blockbuster 
movies, for example – it can be most effectively dismissed by appealing to the mob 
mentality, branding dissent as snobbery, the dissenters as elitists. In British society, 
standards are under attack in the name of equality; educational achievements are 
diminished, qualification requirements lowered, the deserving discriminated against 
in favour of the impoverished, on the basis of social equality. This is a vain attempt at 
notional fairness, but nature is not interested in fairness. It bestows its gifts as nature 
alone sees fit, and we should all have the right to express those gifts as fully as we can. 
This is made rather difficult if to be clever is to be too smart; if to be inventive is to 
be arrogant; if educated taste is to be an automatic expression of superiority. Our class 
war has found a new opponent now we have killed off the breeding aristocracy; we 
attach our revolutionary zeal instead to levelling attainment, which the revolutionaries 
see as the new manifestation of oppression.
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This inverted snobbery – the dumbing down of culture, as pundits would have it 
– denies anyone the right to impose an aesthetic on human endeavour. It is no longer 
possible to suggest, for example, that speaking clearly and articulately without slang, 
idiom, vernacular or profanity, is any better than the worst estuary English. I will 
suggest it none the less; degeneration in language skills and usage are to the detriment 
of all societies. Enshrining poverty of language and sordid behaviour in mass-market 
entertainment sends out a clear message: it’s OK to be ignorant. Don’t feel bad just 
because you can’t express yourself except through swearing and violence. Don’t strive 
to improve yourself, for who would dare suggest you need to do so? Don’t worry that 
you can’t tell good from bad; no-one can, and believing you can tell the difference 
is just snobbery. Everyone is just like you – except those damnable elitists. Everyone 
is as common as you, for you are the common man, the triumph of mediocrity. Be 
assured that there is no truly elevated lifestyle to which you should aspire. What 
would such aspirations get you, except to alienate you from the mob…oops, sorry…
community.

This misplaced fear of elitism is, in fact, a denial of the possibility of excellence. 
We seem, as a race, to have aimed rather low in this respect. All through my life I 
have found myself at odds with colleagues, first in the music business, where raging 
arguments were the norm; later in business and consultancy, where the rage was 
suppressed but the disjunction was not. It took me a long time to realise we did not 
share a common, overriding aim: the pursuit of excellence. Most clients I worked 
for wanted a fix, a patch, ballast to fill a hole or technology to plug a leak: all very 
expedient, and entirely opposite to my position. The pursuit of excellence should 
be the primary task of any business, venture or activity. It leads, in business, to the 
greatest sustained profitability. For individuals, surely it is the informing principle 
that best serves our every activity. Yet hardly anyone seems to be bothered, and our 
media are notably shy of promoting the concept of self-improvement, leaning instead 
as far as possible in the other direction. 

Television is no longer seen as a medium used to foster the self-improvement of its 
viewers. The Reithian ideals – to inform, entertain and educate – that permeated 
public service broadcasting in the UK at its inception are now considered utterly 
inappropriate, patronising, an unacceptable slur on the viewers: a damned cheek! 
Instead, the most powerful and ubiquitous medium we have churns out quiz shows, 
old movies, situation comedies, gardening and home improvement programmes, cop 
shows, repeats of repeats and, in an attempt by the industry to exonerate itself, the 
occasional wildlife documentary or expensively filmed literary adaptation. 

I am also bemused by the contradictory studies regarding the influence programme 
content has on the society that is exposed to it. By what strange logic can it be argued 
that, if everywhere we turn we are confronted by images of sex, anger, greed, crime 
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and violence, we are not influenced by these motifs? Should we not take the sum 
of these signs as an extraordinarily clear demonstration of how the world works? 
Perhaps adults are less suggestive, but we know only too well how easily the young are 
influenced by their environment, of which TV, films and computer games are now a 
major part. Young people can only aspire to engage in the society they are aware of, in 
the ways they see others do, for imitation is a key primate learning tool. 

In such circumstances, it seems very inappropriate that the majority of information 
on how the world works is couched in such degrading terms. You can’t have it both 
ways; if advertising works by promoting certain social values attached arbitrarily 
to glamour, sex and power, other attributes hooked on this bait will appear equally 
desirable, like gun ownership, chauvinism and violent confrontation. If national TV 
broadcasts a programme three times a week in prime-time, in which all the characters 
are venal, mean-spirited, ill-educated, selfish, ugly, intolerant, judgmental and 
immoral, coarse of speech and violent in action, do we not think this representation 
of contemporary society will influence the real thing? What inspiration can we take 
from popular entertainment that infers the best we can make of ourselves is to sell a 
dodgy car, get away with fiddling some Asian bloke (who turns out to be your long-
lost father), screw someone’s missus and then pay for her subsequent abortion, down 
a quick pint in the pub, have a blazing row in the square about who’s the stupidest 
of the combatants in the blazing row, all topped off with a nice cup of tea down the 
café? 

This is modern, prime-time Britain according to the publicly funded British 
Broadcasting Corporation, and it stinks. It cares nothing for the future, for optimism 
and nobility of effort, for the quality of life or the dignity of its participants. This 
kind of drama, this alleged entertainment, is easy and cheap, voyeuristic and 
manipulative. Making no demands on the audience, challenging no assumptions or 
prejudices, it accepts no responsibility towards offering insight or hope, betterment 
or improvement, shows no contrition for failing to champion knowledge in place 
of ignorance. TV could do such good work, but it appears we are not prepared to 
let it; this kind of programme is hugely popular all across the network. If we settle 
for such poor content, we deny TV the chance to inform and improve our lives, an 
unfortunate decision when you consider how ill-prepared we are to judge good art 
from bad. We need more information, but the key channel through which we could 
get it is stuffed full of shit.

How do you tell good art from bad? What is appropriate discrimination, and what is 
merely elitism? I think that if we reject shoddy art on the grounds that it lacks depth, 
expresses nothing about the human condition worth knowing; if it is thoughtless 
and derivative, vacuous, manipulative and expedient; these are proper attributes 
against which we can discriminate. Elitism, on the other hand, seems to require other 
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people; an elite of one is little affront to anyone. Elitists need others to confirm their 
elevation, people to fawn over them and admire their good taste. They also need a 
much larger number of people to look down on; a large elite is a contradiction in 
terms. Where elitism is a social phenomenon, depending on how we think about each 
other, discrimination is a facet of individual understanding.

If understanding is a prerequisite of good taste, then education must be the way to 
acquire it. Given how much pleasure our culture gives us, I’m surprised people don’t 
want to know a bit more about it. How can we identify the derivative if we have 
no knowledge of what has gone before? On what basis can we judge a performance 
mediocre unless we first acquaint ourselves with its greatest exponents? Do we not 
also restrict our engagement with art if we don’t care to understand it, merely expose 
ourselves to it briefly and without responsibility, like a cultural flasher whipping 
open a grubby raincoat? Self-revealing: there’s never anything worth seeing under the 
coat (so I’m told). Well, the symptoms of our disengagement are consistent with the 
amount of crap we are subjected to, making us all a bit numb. It’s hard work engaging 
with poor art; think of trying to watch a film that hasn’t captured your attention, or 
trying to finish a book whose story hasn’t moved you. The arts have been hijacked, 
like so many other resources, by big business. By turning away from their tawdry 
wares and creating our own, by educating ourselves out of passive consumption, we 
also recover our aesthetic, and the right to apply it.

�
Everyone can be artistic. I hate it when people tell me they aren’t creative, have no 
talent or flair. It’s a debilitating way to think about oneself, and I refuse to believe it 
of others. Being artistic is an approach to a task, and you can invoke artistry in just 
about any activity you can name. We do live in a culture that makes this difficult, 
for artistry is never expedient. It takes time, and your boss will hardly appreciate the 
artistry of your work if you take three times as long to do it. When your time is your 
own, you have time to be an artist. The claim that we have nothing we care to excel in 
– artistry being the finest expression of excellence in action – would very rarely prove 
true. It’s more a matter of what people think art is; painting, playing music, sculpture; 
tasks that may require abilities and skills we find daunting; these are the formal 
definitions of art, but they are by no means exclusive. Life can be art, not merely a 
reflection of it, and we all have lives to live; the things we do every day may become 
the clay under our fingers, the palette for our pigments. To live with grace, with 
colour and imagination, with appreciation and effort, and to aspire to excellence; 
these are the qualities of artistry, available for all to practice.
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Creativity is an enigmatic process, not well suited to analysis. The way ideas come 
to us is quite personal, but for me the creative impulse is like a sly ghost, obliged to 
transit through my perception, but furtively, as if the ghost did not want to be seen. 
Sometime, I catch a glimpse of a spectral presence and, if I’m quick enough, I can 
slam the door shut and capture the spirit of the moment; grasp an image or idea by 
which I can bring the ghost into the world of flesh and blood. Quite often, I slam 
the door a bit too late, so I end up with just one transparent leg, or half a spectral 
arm. It’s a demanding process, frustrating at times but wonderfully rewarding when 
it works. The demands come in the form of discipline and concentration, both of 
which are required and need to be practised if the artist is to improve. Being artistic 
is part of an investigation of the self, a process in which some introspection is called 
for – not to the point of indulgence – out of which the outward projection of our 
discoveries about ourselves are made manifest in all the things we do, through the 
artistry with which we do them.

Art comes in all shapes and sizes, great and small, as diverse as the people who 
create it. So long as we remember that we create for ourselves, not catering to some 
artificial notion of public approval, any individual can achieve worthy and rewarding 
results. If we keep separate the act of creation from that of salutation, our motives 
are precise and we may be content to be big artistic fish in a small pond of local art, 
a scale of ambition suitable to the process, and possibly the results. We can find art 
in everything we do, for it is not an activity in which only an elite can engage, just 
the myth of one. Never was there a more potent time to get creative; there is now so 
much useful technology available at consumer prices – recording equipment, cameras, 
computers, and of course information – that there is little we cannot accomplish with 
enough time and effort. Commercial success is a different matter, and I hope most 
people would choose to live a more artistic life just for its own sake. Commercial 
ambition corrupts artistic endeavour whenever the two are combined. It would also 
be nice to look forward to a day when painters, dancers, actors and musicians were 
once again a welcome and valuable resource, supported by their community, reversing 
our trend towards indifference and dismissal. Stripped of odious comparison and false 
premises, art becomes truly egalitarian when we can all have a stab at it. Someone 
once told me that “we can’t all be musicians”. I wish I had thought at the time to ask: 
why not? Can there ever be too much music in the world?


