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John Hyde

Government and the Arts

It is said, and I don't guarrel, that art reflescts its Limss--
~though more a reflsction of aspirsfl s andt fears than
actualityv. I am not swes bthe artist intended it, but De La
Croix’'s "Liberty Leading the Psopls’ (ovmr the bmd1e~ of
French dead) tells us more aboul the true natuwrs of the Frenoh
Revolution than a good history. SBalvador Dali s distorted

i show us raelativism—e- a world without absolute goals
and mUFllﬁu The works, though so different, are both
sugquisitely uglv: not everyvbody sess them + ral wWav.

Huildings with oporessive facades, like that of the
iamant MHouse, don’t sxude demoorasoy. (Our own new
parliament hai%mg with 1+q mive flag pole, emphasises
mach authority. ? Comnund se T and its grand;
smpty musio mccuratﬁly Fefxé. & d@ ressing lack of
imdividuality—-—a society where flesh and blood cannot hide
and dare not advertise itself. These tell wus about the
of things so I supp they are ‘art’ . They ars also
unintentionally truthful, but clever art can lis.
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From primitive times Bovernments have nmdﬂ*sthj t
influence of art or more qan@rAilv of Toulture’ and tried to
use 1fh for btheilr own, often nefarious, snds. It can b@ turnedd
against tham--—as was Plcassce’ s "Guernica’ and Dyvlan's wuse of
‘Where have all the Flowsrs Gons . They therefore btry bo
control it, by regulation and prohibition——as they did in
inguisition Spain, saveral times in Islam, Nazi Bermany and
medern USSR and by buying the allegiance of artists.

Bacause governmants ars more interested in "soclal
messages’ than in svaluation and revelation, government art is
signed to hide more than it reveals. &lthough the svmbolism

can hardly be misinterprsted, it is unconvincing.  None
totalitarian governments know this and mostly refrain from the
sort of abominations erscted in Moscow, Pekin and Sukarno’s
Diakata, but uanfortunatsly not alwavs. Peribh’'s main

hc oughfare, Bt George’'s Terrace, was far from Australia’s
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st attractive: it has besn spoiled by halt a mile of pmiwi
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cairrying bhadly portraved social messages which convince us of
noptbhing save the orassness of thoss who put themn there.

Whatever their medium, artists are by nature articulate,

&
w0 political lsaders fear bthem. To avert griticism they
Tand art i k=

taxpavers monsy to appeal to artists
whioch is 3 bhan that of other mortals.
transfers ars highly, perhaps singularly, regresslve
ik kimgs or sooiall - The popular arts, such as

g not Jubfadlwedu Subsidies, which can bes




guiite massive for say a sgabt abt the opsra, arg reserved for

the unpopular arts.

T
politicians ses thems

Another reason that football-loving labourers are foroed
idiss arts they don’t enjoy, is that oivil servanits and

dves as part of the sducated slite and
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not wishing to appsar philistine, the allow themselves to be
snowed by self-interested artists.
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visit to North fmerica. I spent a guiet howr

Soms art, although it can have bDsan
own time, has survived to
2wl oriterion of welfare

sually u

lity, Michelangslo was worth subsidising.

sarliamentary davs, on omy way homs from a8 faxpaver-subsidig
roin the Cathedr

at Florgnoe, soaking up Michelangslo’s third and unfinished

Fieta and contemplating these Qus

Wam it, 1ik

sh i onss

» bhe Tail Mahal, tawx from bthe poor or wers Lhe
Medicis’® who supported Michelangelo just clever merchant
bankers whosse market transactions snriched Florence? The
latter seems to have bessn more the s bub 1711 bet they
anjoved a few monopolies. In thes context of paving ftor
Michelangelo, did it matber? Tauss undoubtedly paid for
the Falace at Versailles.

Would the world be a poorer place withoub the compulsory
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transter of monsy to support artistic endeavouwr’

Can the production of a few sxauisite and enduring works,

which millions will wltimately enjov, Justify taxes that
subsidisse art generally, most of which will be second
rate o ;

How do vou mesasure long distant future benefits? The Sphing
conbtributs to Egyvpt's foreign exchanges today, bubt no
discount rate could be low enough to justify the taxes
{probably paid in human 1ife2) that built it

Could an accountable committes recognise and have faith in &
Michelangslo 1 witing slowly upon a masterpisce, oF i3
that Ffaith possible only when it i ones’'s own monegy atb
risk? Could the politically inept voung Michelangelo have

got a government grant? Did he nesed one?

John Harpsr-Nelson has long sdpsrience as an arbts
ractitioner and administrator in both public and private
2rE. AS a WA Arts Douncil member he tried to ensurs high
standards and political independsncs but in the end despairs
of that process. He came to belisve thalt most Ltaxpaver funding
i bad for art itself. He weites, (GIFF: Oritical Issues No.o9)
Funds For the arts are bhesing wussd swbravagantly, for a
plaethora of projects which have little public support or
valus, bul disproportionate political support.’
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He challenges the wusual justifications for foroing
dpavers o subsidiss arte--civilisation,
culture, national pride and tourism---but thinks governments
will do it anvhow. I¥ so, they oualol oo it oas ficiently as

Government subsidies pald to ons, say, author are Jde

Facto government censorship of anobher. Thers is no betier



arbiter of taste than what someons will voluntarily pay

Lity an i depenancs iy b achieved best by the gre
i ion of markset fore Harper-Melson asi
at lw.st KDH%IGEP viouchers, tax deductions and divect purochase
of established artist’ s work for public viewing in lieu of
direct subsidy.

Fobert Conguest, post, historian and translator of
SBolzhenitsyn, said that the ensmy of art is nobt the Philistine
But the Moabite, the trendy pssud and artist mangue who
corrupts the business of art from within.

fuustralia’ s Moabites live off bureacracy as blowfliss off
dead meat.
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