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FOREWORD

MARTIN CLARK
MARK OSTERFIELD

Tn' Dark Monarch - which takes its title from the infamous 1962 book by the artist and
wnter Sven Berlin - explores the influence of folklore, mysticism, mytholoegy and the
occult on the development of art in Britain, from the beginning of the twentieth century
0 today; with particular emphasis on the landscape and legends of the British Isles.

T Focusing on the way the British landscape is encoded with
various histories - geological, mythical and magical - it reveals how artists have used
these ideas to express the anxieties, trauma and instability of 2 turbulent and uncertain
wc-ﬂq. Featuring works from the Tate Collection, and major loans from private and
public collections, the exhibition considers the emergence of Surreal and Neo-Romantic
trends in Modern British art, as well as the reappearance of esoteric and arcane refer-
enees in a significant strand of contemporary practice. It goes on to examine magic as
: counterpoint to the liberal understanding of modernity’s transparency and rational
progress, drawing out the links modernity has with notions such as fl‘."l‘.‘iihi!m, the occult
totem, mana and taboo. Often thought of as antithetical to modernism, these products u;'
Hus:on and delusion that were thought to disappear through secularisation are here seen
to belong to modernity.

The Dark Monarch brings together over 160 works - as

well as books, manuscripts, and other ephemera - by artists active throughout the

[ a——

twenticth century. [t reaches back - through the inclusion of two works by Samuel Palmer
and Richard Dadd - 1o the mid-nincteenth century, as well as forward into the twenty-
first century with works by Steven Claydon, Clare Woods, Nicholas Byrne and others.
Included in the show are some of the most important and influential, as well as some of
the most marginalised and obscure artists, active in the UK over the last 150 years. Rather
than following a chronological or art historical format, the exhibition has instead been ar-
ranged thematically, across all of the galleries at Tate St Ives, setting up a dialoguc between
artists and across generations.

Inevitably, any exhibition like this becomes as much about
who and what one leaves out, as it does about what one includes. It became clear very
carly on that this was a vast, complex and extraordinarily rich subject, with cach tentative
step offéring ever more numerous, labyrinthine and alluring paths. At some point though
a route must be taken - a selection made and a structure agreed upon. This exhibition,
then, offers a journcy — we hope scenic - through a terrain as sweeping and mystenous
as that of any folk story or fairy tale. We hope that in doing so, it goes some way toward
opening up that rich and pervasive seam of influence that has run through the art and
history of Britain for centuries.
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This project has developed over the last 2 years with
the support and involvement of many people. Michael Bracewell and Alun Rowlands
accepted the invitation to co-curate the show and have worked closely on every aspect of
the project, shaping the exhibition and publication, and bringing their own particular and
very considerable knowledge, rescarch and enthusiasm to the process. In addition they
have cach contributed an insightful new essay to the publication. Working with Michael
and Alun has been hugely pleasurable, we want to thank them sincerely for their unwav-
ering generosity of time, intellect and spint.

During our research we have uncovered some extraoséinan
works and made some unexpected discoveries. Alongside lesser known artists like Ithell
Colquhoun, Austin Osman Spare and Hubert Dalwood, special mention must be given
to the work of Fay Pomerance - a close friend of Michael Ayrton for many years - whose
Sphere of Redemption (1967) was a truly startling and very exciting revelation. We are
extremely grateful to both Jill Pomerance and Henry Dyson for all of ther assistance in
making it possible to bring this work into the show. Through conversations with Linder, the
work of Penny Slinger also came to our attention. In particular the photo-collages, book-
works and sculptures made throughout the 1960s and 1970s. This somewhat overlooked
body of work amounts to a major contribution to feminist art practice and late British
Surrealism: it is a privilege to have the opportunity to re-present a small selection here.

In addition to the exhibition itself, 2 programme of events,
screenings, talks and tours has been organised, including the production of a major new




INTRODUCTION

MARTIN CLARK

Commwall bas an attraction for the ‘secker’, bearing as
it does traces of those sunken countries, Lyonesse and
Atlantss, which are lost in the depths of every mind,

ITHELL COLQUHOUN The Living Stones: Cornwall
(1957)

The Darke Monarch began with a very particular response to a very particular place. Tare St
Ives stands in the heart of West Penwith, a tapering, almost tree-less strip of land on Cornwall’s
rugged north coast, bounded by rocky cliffs and coves, stretching west to the tp of Lands
End. Mythologized throughout the twentieth century as a wild but beautiful landscape, it
h.:._f. antracted artists and writers for over a hundred years; and it is the quality of its light, the
shining bright sand of its quartz beaches and the temperate climate of its sul;-tmp:icaj
kardens, warmed by the Gulf stream, with which it has become more or less SYBONYMOUS,
What strikes one about this place though, if you are inclined
to wander off the tourist trails and away from the surfers and sun seckers, is less the
qualicy of light, than the quality of dark. St Ives itself is surrounded by moors. Travelling
west toward Zennor one encounters a bleak and sweeping scrubland, torn open by the
OTUNOUS gramite outcrop known as the Carn, finding its limit at the ragged ocean. This is a
pamordial, primitive landscape; from the iron-age ficld systems, to the menhirs, crom-
| lechs, circles and barrows that are scattered across its surface. Itis a place at the edge: a
place of edges; where one might lose oneself completely - voluntarily or otherwise - in an
old and indifferent nature, |

¥ [t 1s on'these *bare hills...scorched black by the breath of
the dewil’ ! that Sven Berlin's novel, The Dark Monarch, opens. Berlin wrote his book in

And it is exactly this kind of collapsing of time, often
into and onto place, that occurs across many of the works themselves; from Simon
Periton’s conflation of nineteenth century motifs found in natural history books and
illustrated fairy-tales, with the imagery of post-industrial urban decay; to Derek Jar-
man’s recurrent return to the idea of “time-travel’ and a simultaneous “correspondence’
between late 1970s punk and Elizabethan England. The surrealists were simalarly
fascinated by the way that objects and places contained the traces of ume past and
future within them; they would use automaric techniques to produce an “inner visign’
unlocking multiple perspectives, what the Mexican artist Roberto Matta called “psy-
chological morphology”’, This was also a key trait of the Neo-Romantic's who, working
through the trauma of their own uncertain era, brought together a collective anxiety
toward an apocalyptic future, with a nostalgia for a lost but still present past.

Throughout the exhibition the magical is drawn upon
more directly, too, in works that reveal the long relationship between art and the
occult. Whilst some of the artists included - notably Austin Osman Spare and Ithell
Colquhoun - were practising occultists who can be seen to blur the boundanesdbetween
their arcane research and their art, others reference these histories and traditions from a |
morc dehantly secular, though no less serious, position. Artsts like Eva Rothschild and
Goshka Macuga channel the formal and aesthetic aspects of magical lore, employing
the geometries, insignia and apparatus of arcane or “alternative” knowledge. Others, like
Jeremy Millar, Mark Titchner and Adam Chodzko appear to offer more “acuve’ objects. §
Their works draw on the tradition of the relic, the totem, or the fetish - again joining up
these apparently primitive mythologics with more secular art historical tropes, calling  §
into question the boundaries between “acceptable’ and marginalised or discredited
belief systems. In the case of Chodzko, his practice can be seen as comprising the
traces or residue of various actions and operations he performs in and on the world
For him, and a number of the other artists here, reality is encountered as a mutable
thing, a fragile construction that can be disrupted or broken down through a subtle but
persuasive shift in percepuion.

Collage asserts itself as a recurning mouif, a powerful
transformative tool and a way of simply but effectively conjoining or ‘mixing’ together
images, ideas, objects and symbols to produce new possibilities of meaning. The Laun
motto Coninnctio oppositorsm: the ‘conjunction of opposites’, is a central principle
of alchemy, and it is perhaps this affinity with alchemical lore which makes it such
a pertinent and powerful technique. Artists including John Stezekar, Penny Shinger,
David Neonan and Linder all employ collage in its purest form, though it 1s also pres-
ent as an expanded influence in much of the work in the show, as well as the curatonial
rationale. Jarman's films exploit this practice as well, through the splicing together of |
footage, sometimes randomly, in a process akin to the cut-up strategics of Brion Gyson |
and William Buroughs. For Jarman, though, film in itself was a genuinely alchemical
process - the literal ‘transformation of mauwer into light”,
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