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Art Strike Interview:

Tony Lowes Interviewed by Gerry Ryan, Irish Radio, November 19, 1989

GR: Good morning, Tony.

TL: Good morning, Gerry.

GR: Now, can you take us back to afew months ago when you were on to
us first. Explain what the global art strike is or what it will be and what
the objectives of this exercise are.

0 n May 1, 1991, students at the University of lowa School of Art
and Art History held a one-hour rally, which they called an “Art
Strike.” Their purpose in doing this was to protest funding cuts that
would reduce the number of teaching assistantships available, and
therefore reduce the number of sections available to students in a
number of courses. These cuts would also affect the material quality
of some courses offered by forestalling indefinitely purchases of new

TL: Well, | think you cantakeit
in on three different levels,

equipment, as well as re-
ducingthe overall resources

Gerry. Thefirst onewould be SPORADIC CRITIQUE OF CULTURE available to teaching.
the literal level that you are o YAWN staged an infil-
talking about, where you Hﬂ'}' 1, 1991 Ne27 tration of the event by pass-

might havepicketsoutsidethe
LouvreinParis. Thenextlevel
you cantakeit on, whichalot
of people do, iswhat we call
the etymological argument.
That means that we're actu-
alyjusttalkingabouttheword
art itself. As we change the
name of our activity then we
can go on doing it. So politi-
cal art doesn’t count because
it sdifferent, and performance
artisn'trealy art becauseit’s
street art, or somebody’s art
isn'treally artandthey cango
ondoingit becausethey don’'t
use the gallery system. The
etymological argument isthe
one | cdl the cop-out argu-
ment. | don’t think that get us
very far. And then there's a
third level. It' swhat they call
the utopian, the poetic level.
That' stheideathat if just one
man goesonstrike, if theidea
isright, and the time is right
thissingleact will createlittle
ripples that could ultimately
grow and grow until they
could bring downthewallsof
the Pentagon itself.

GR: What is the object of the

WHEN YOU FACE UP TO THE FACT THAT THE TRADITIOMAL ROLE OF THE ARTIST
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I5 NO LONGER VERY USEFUL, A WHOLE NEW LEVEL OF FREEDOM BECOMES

FOR ONE DAY

POSSIBLE. YOU CAN BEGIN TO AFPLY CREATIVITY TO DAILY LIFE, RATHER THAN TO THE

WHEN YOU

INSULAR, WEAK REALM OF ART, WHICH SUPPLIES US 'WITH FUCKERING SHADOWS

CAN STRIKE

WHEN THERE IS A WORLD OF PROBLEMS TO BE COMNFROIMNTED. ART MAKING 15 NOT IN

FOR LIFE?

TSELF A SUFFICIEMT RESPOMSE TO SOCIAL CRISES. REJECT ART. EMBRACE LFE.

ing out copies of the leaflet
reproduced here. Although
YAWN is not opposed to the
activists tactics of the stu-
dents who proposed this “Art
Strike,” it is felt that some-
thing more is needed. We
feel that the art academy is
already morally and ideologi-
cally impoverished through
its de facto support of the
mechanisms of power that
the arts buttress. The aca-
demy’s role as a manufactu-
rer of roles that art students
learn to play, as well as pro-
pagator of belief systems
that encourage “artists” to
be mouthpieces for domi-
nant cultural attitudes, lead
us at YAWN to think that the
material impoverishment of
art schools—and all similar
institutions—is in all our
best interests.

When art students are
no longer nurtured by the
sheltering womb of acade-

exercise?
TL: What wearetryingtodois
to get people to think about
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mia and are forced to con-
front the real, challenging
issues at play in contempo-

the position that art has taken in our society.

GR: And by art you're generally referring to hangs, stands, falls, sits, or
dlidesin agallery, | think, aren’t you?

TL: | think that’s the easiest way to start with it, certainly. That's a very
clearly identifiable territory. And that’s the territory where you end up
with a self-perpetuating elite who are declaring what art is.

GR: You don’t like these guys too much, sure you don’t.

TL: Ohno, it'snothing like that Gerry, not at al. | was an artist myself for
years.

GR: You don’t really like what they’re trying to foist on the public?

TL: It's not even so much that. It's just that | think we have al grown to
accept that art has even taken over fromreligioninour lives. The [over

rary culture, they can begin
to realize a really meaningful mode of production. When art students
are cast aside by the institutions that have so long mined them as a
resource for constructing theillusion of their own legitimacy, serving
in the end only that institution’s entrenched agenda of producing
widespread alienation and endemic boredom, these students are
finally free to chart their own course. When art students refuse their
role as the interior decorators of social conscience, distracting our
gaze from important problems facing all of us, then we can begin to
build. It's about time for this to happen, long after the rest of us have
stood up, collected our coats and gone home.
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ideathat the individual could create something, that we should worship
what a man can do, with the concept of genius, with the concept of
individuality, maybe thisis one of the things that led our world into the
state that it'sin now.

GR: Ohyes?

TL: Yes, right! If you start taking away the Renai ssanceides, or theideaof
identity, the idea that one man’s separate from another, then you start
thinking that perhapswe should start something el seinstead. We should
place perhaps common good there, we should reconsider what we have
ended up with.

GR: O.k. right, now | don’t mean to be simplistic about this becauseyou're
aman of great articulation. Y ou’ reaman who hasobviously thought alot
about this. I'm going to try and make what you' re saying simple. Attack
me if you want! What you're really saying is that we have elevated a
certain section of art, or theexpression of art, or thefeeling of art, wehave
elevatedittosuchacultlevel and suchalevel of idolatry, thatit’ smorally

GR: That'savery good question. Y eah.

TL: Ok.

GR: Right, I’'m with you.

TL: Ok.

GR: Right, | know what you're talking about. O.k., Tony, how can wein
Ireland take part in this Art Strike if we are moved to do so?

TL: Well, we can try and reach the artistsfirst of al, | think. Because they
are actually decent people, aimost all of them got into art because they
believed they could do something good. And we are now stuck in a
situation wherethey aren’t and we aren’t and if we can reach that, and if
we can get the word around that there is an alternative way to look at
things, then we can start the business. But at the moment my problemis
reachingtheartists. Andif thereare any of them out therewhowould like
information about this, | wish they would get in touch with me.

GR: Now, you have an Art Strike Hotline?

TL: | have a 24-hour-a-day Art Strike Hotline. It's 027-73025.

unacceptable. That what we
should be really doing, we

should be really placing the YAWM
common interest or as you May 1 1961
put it the common good (i.e. NE2T .

everybody’ s hopes and aspi-
rations, the desire to not be
without employment, tohave
enough food in your belly),
you should put that kind of
thingupthere. Andweshould
worship the conquering of
evil in poverty, and hunger,
before art.

TL: Absolutely. But | think you
can go on with that and say,
o.k., if we are going to stick
this stuff up on art galery
walls, if wearegoingto have
this art world here, what we
aredoing at the sametimeis
turning around to another
man and saying, ook, you're
not as good. You're not an
artist. Y ou can't expect these
things, you don’t have these
things within you, and that
kind of argument is €litist.
And that kind of argument
leads to all sorts of trouble.

GR: Maybe it's just a fact of
life. Maybe this elitist status
exists, or maybe these elitist
argumentsexist and they just
are.

TL: They are because every-
body agrees with them!

GR: But of course, I'm never
going to be ableto paint like
Michelangelo, never ever

GR: Now, let us suppose that
your sentimentsarereceived
by sympathetic ears this
morning, in some quarters.
People are going to turn
around to you and say, hold
on asecond, does this mean
theobliteration of art?Artis
important, itisavery neces-
sary outlet. I’ sanimportant
expression of mankind’s
spirit. Surely we're not go-
ing to destroy this entirely?

TL: We're not going about de-
stroying anything, as far as
I’mconcerned. No, | entirely
agree with that. | think one
of the misconceptions is
whenpeoplesay, 0.k.you're
going on an art strike for
three years. What are you
going to do? Where's this
creative stuff going to go?
The answer is that life dur-
ingtheArt Strikeisgoing to
be more creative, not less. |

VAWN listened to a tape of atesti-

P.O. Box 227 monial evening that was
owa Ci doneinthe States, and there

l CHY 1A was a woman who got up
52244 there and said she'd come

across this information a
couple years ago, and she
% had because of a number of
- different factors, not just
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what we' vebeen saying, she
had givenupart, and shehad
gottenback athousandtimes
over what she was putting
into art before.

going to be able to sculpt
something, | couldn’t draw a matchstick man. That's afact of life.

TL: O.k., which is more important to you; the Sistine Chapel or your
daughter’s food?

GR: My daughter’s food.

TL: O.k., now why isn’t that true of everyone in the world?

GR: That’s agood question.

GR: But there is a happy bal-
anceto be struck. Thereisabalance that we should achieve, isn’t there?

TL: Well, no, | just think at the moment art isn’t up on thelist. Maybe one
day when we sort things out, maybe one day when we have theright to,
we can come back and start hanging stuff on the walls again, but not the
way things are, Gerry.

GR: O.k. Tony Lowes, thank you, good morning.

TL: Ok. [end
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