Che Mediums Medium

spiritualist art practices from the turn of the century and beyond
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The advent of spiritualist art-making in
the 19th and ecarly 20th century is emerg-
ing as an important addition to the art his-
torical canon. For many years, the strange
scribblings. obscure syvmmetries, figura-
tive imaginings and floral bouquets trans-
mitted from so-called other worlds, were
overlooked - even ignored - by the cultural
mainstream.

In recent vears there has been a signif-
icant shift. Hilma af Klint and Emma Kunz
at the Serpentine Galleries, and Georgiana
Houghton at the Courtauld Institute of
Art, have revealed the impact of a spiritual-
ist visual far bevond Kazimir Malevich and
Piet Mondrian. Like-minded investigative
exhibitions in Europe have included World
Receivers at Lenbachhaus (Munich), Drift-
ing through the Endless Garden at Wil-
helm-Hack-Muscum (Ludwigshafen) and
As Above. So Below at the Irish Museum of
Modern Art (Dublin).

In New York, The Guggenheim drew re-
cord audicnces for its Hilma af Kilnt instal-
lation. Likewise, in Paris, with the Grand

Palais retrospective of Czech radiceal, Fran-
tisel Kupka.

Yet these high-profile narratives remain
silent on the spiritual essentiality of the
material, focussing instead on feminism
and abstraction. This eritical omission de-
nics art history one of its most radical and
forgotten steps. For it was the visuals of
Spiritualism which switched artists across
turn-of-the-century Europe and Americ:
onto a new improvised methodology.

Rather than impose a fixed narrative.
The Medium’'s Medium encourages view-
ers to experience the material on its own
terms, allowing the work to define its own
meaning (as it did to its makers). The Me-
dium’s Meditum also aims to contextualisc
Spiritualism’s influence on other artists.
through Surrealism and Art Brut. and to
emphasise its connection to other move-
ments, from Occultism to Art Deco.

Considered in this light. spiritualist
art-making is revealed as a new pathway
into our understanding of 20th century
Modernism, and a lateral entryv-point for
contemporary artists today,
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I never said it was possible,

I only said it was true.
@

The Castle Spectre (1797)
by Matthew Lewis
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larger question. You manifestly do direct your films, vour " We're talking about different kinds | can't just reduce it down to spirituality. ';:-

Part of this is about the nature of | name is on the eredits. Werner Herzog said: of  spiritualties  here.  Definitions  are | You have to talk about deportment and

the person. Whose existenee is persons | No, it’'s myv brother, he does evervihing! J{ dangerous things, but 1 want to refer back | approaches to spirituality - and then you're
multipler Is a single person a subject of | Evervbody started laughing, exeept Herzog. . to one useful deseription of spirituality. | into the realm of human imagination and .r
experience and agent of action® I vou | He looked at the audience seathingly and : It includes  the plurality  which  I'm | the provinee of artistic production. '
believe that persons are multiple (and | said: I'm not joking! sugdesting. It comes from Susan Sontag'’s o

many eultures do operate to some extent Styles of Radical Will and the opening lines :

N S i suhls e be mbitiple of her essay. The Aestheties of Silence. She definitions are

and independent of the body. there are lots we're talking about different B,

of sources of interpretation. It leads to {J(LH'LEET(JH-H thiﬂeﬁﬁ '
extenuations of ageney and can reinforee kinds of spiritualties here Every era has to reinvent the project o

3 them and shape them. of spiritualicy for itself (spirituality
There are many questions here. It's t’f_i:Ht'tfH plans, terminologies, ideas This is one of the fabulous things m
partly about what underpins creativity - [ understand what Herzog is doing, and of u'c.*;mr:rmr:nt aimed at resolving | about the show at the Serpentine. Because :
0 and 1 haven't been talking about that. I've | again, it’s about points of origin. Rupert the painful structural contradictions | of how material those paintings are, no {,::
; e Sholdrake has this wonderful idea. about inherent in the human situation, at the | matter how cthereal or supernaturalist or -Q
) the artist and the scientist as outsiders. completion of human consciousness, | mediumistic her sources may have been, 5‘

which is morphic resonance. Who is at transcendence). we are looking at pigment on paper, and x-'-

who is broadcasting?® zooming who? Who is broadecasting? Who , it's sitting on a wall, and we encounter it i

is Fesetving? : This covers a lot of the things we've | in a material context. The divinations may i

who is ?'EL‘E!"I.‘I"H@EF It is a very interesting area. It’s complex H been t%iuiil?,ﬂ: thl.l*L but keeps them in play | have other origins, but they are manually :?

- and I didn’e mean to oriticise . betanse 11 {“; u}g{:th‘ut‘: | m ;‘.::irl:u:u.l:n-l}- ml:{:rc:ﬁtm.l in l:hu:_ and materially hewn into the world. 3

PR Al e s term, it s quite ambiguous really: ideas of Susan Sontag picks up on that quite ﬁ_{;

There is another question: about "%:f deportment, aimed at +l'ESf}f*L‘fr1;lf the painful | nicely; and our approach to that is how ‘E

oo f F A R il o Ttk st tanwlin Jomathan: Kilen: ;3{ SI!.'I'HC'ETH"{EI contradictions in the human | we deport ourselves in the presence of :fa

_ interpreted. and how that influences the | I'm an artist, a writer. I'm also a curator *:; TR the materials by which we find oursclves 1
o formation of behaviour, experience and | at the Magic Cirele Muscum - which is a i Ideas of deportment seems to deseribe | challenged. i
= cultural reception. That has as much to do | museum of secular magic. B multiple kinds of behaviours and attitudes 1'“
7 with institutions and beliefs as it has to do This is an interesting term to throw to  psychological bearings on  reality: JB: I started The Muscum of Everything ;‘“
Withiindividual concoioisnee. into the mix at this point. It’s magic which interactions and relations between human | because I was fascinated by the materiality i
:*' makes no real claim to draw agency from beings which might involve authenticity, | of the objects I was looking at. Their '“
% MS: The cultural operating system | any supernatural or paranormal source - in and  might also involve  temporary | form fundamentally moved me and gave i
7 affects so much, because of the prevailing | the sense of magic pitched and realised in deception. me a wide range of people, behaviours, f
r narratives. Outside agencies come to us in | a theatrical, material context. This is where theatrical magic is very | cultures and times. Opening The Museum o
7 many ways. The Surrealists’ eredo was to [ wanted to pick up on the conversation interesting. It plays a huge part in the | of Everything proved that this material was ;fr
affect reality from our dreams. on the importance of and misuse of history of Spiritualism, as demonstrated in | profoundly moving to a wider audience.

uR e R e e omi | Manpunge; It seems:to mo that we™é bessn the fin de si¢ele and blurs the line between | That nobody was showing it within the o
interested in experiments; and Gavin’s | talking about the words spiritual and S Spiritualism as a religious experience and | formal art world was the thing that drove ':
contribution is fascinating in this way. | spirituadicy with incredible flexibility. ﬁ,,; as a stage act (which are two sides of the | me forward - and still drives me forward. I :
Artists like to make trouble and challenge I have spent a considerable amount ’F’ >AIE coin). love the challenge of others saying: No, this .:
things. of time thinking about the word magic ;.: You talked about vour r.li:;ﬂ;}puinmwnt. is not! - and then us saying: Oh ves this is! r:
Recently I went to an interview with | in the same way. One important change i with  ecctoplasm in  the history of [t is the materiality which allows us o

Werner Herzog about his directorial skill, | is by adding s onto the end of magic and i supernormal photography. That is another | to have a conversation like this. The

All of a sudden he said: I don’t direct my | thinking culturally  about magics. not ot threshold where there’s a contest between | materiality communicates so that everyone o

films! The interviewer was incredulous: | about magic. 'r" the material and the supernatural. You | has something on which to hinge their 5
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ideas and belief svstems. archetvpal symbols. One of the magical " PARTICIPANTS
things about tarot is that it mirrors your ;
Susan liller: There are two problems: | inner life back to yvou. ’;
one is ideology, the other is detrimental Man’s quest for his own psyehic life “h Alice Anderson: artist, filmmaker - Kings College (London University) _,'.,F
seepticism. In a sense, vou have to walk | has existed for millennia. [ usc the term o Jonathan Mlen: artist, writer, curator - The | Professor Roland Littlewood: psvchiatrist, .
berween those two. Much what has been | psvehic not necessarilv as a clairvoyvant Magic Cirele anthropologist, professor - University q
expressed is a sign of our discontent with | would. The word psvche is about man Chloc Aridjis: writer, actor, curator - | College (London University) :
how  conventional  cultural  upbringing | getting in touch with his psychic, which is Leonora Carrington (Tate Liverpool, 2015) | David _Lomas: art historian, founder -
defines us. We're not going to be able to | the great balancer between strength and Georgiana Barroweliff: acupuncturist, Viee | AHRC, professor - University of Manchester ,;
reformiour society and our world until we | nature. President - The College of Psyehie Studies | Christina Mamakos: artist o
: Bt b ' Melissa Blanchflower: curator - Serpentine | Gill Matini: principal - The College of
3 fvere st muche s points looking Galleries (Hilma af Klint, 2017) sychie Studies i
backwards. The thing to do is to take ideas, the unconscious fU‘?Iﬁ'S L0 James Boaden: art historian, lecturer - | John Maizels: writer, publisher, founder - L
investigate them., and move forward - to University ot York Raw Vision *
m cultivate a way of being. Maybe this is what merge with the ]L?flj*ﬂi{:fd world Henry Boxer: art dealer, publisher, founder | Hans Ulriech Obrist: art historian, curator. .{
: Sontag means by deportment: something | - Henry Boxer H.-:Ilur}'. | dircetor - Serpentine Galleries w:
which allows for surprising experiences. James Brett: writer. filmmaker, founder - | Mark Pilkington: writer, founder - Strange 15’
That element of surprise is surely what one Tarot connects us to every known The Museum of Everything Attractor Press %;rf
gets from a really good artwork. Suddenly | living human experience. Every one of us, Roger Cardinal: writer, professor - | Avril  Price:  psyvehic  medium, tarot ;
vou are surprised. That can be generated in | on one level or another, has a memory or University of Kent. author - Outsider Art | consultant, tutor - The College of Psychic ";
normal life (and it often is). awareness of what that human experience (1972) Studies i
is, and how it operates for us. Whether sStephen Chapman: president - The College | Leslie Price: writer. editor, archivist - The
that information resides in the collective of Psychic Studices College of Psychic Studies. ‘I‘
be careful! You need to consciousness is worthy of debate. The Thamara Corm: art dealer, director - Pace | Vivienne Roberts: writer. curator - The E
‘ point is the connectivity tarot has to the Gallery (London) College of Psvchic Studies i
% be careful! unconscious, Gabriel Coxhead: writer, art critic Mare Steene: director - OQutside In i
‘ The unconscious longs to merge with Jarvis Cocker: musician, broadcaster, | Martin Sexton: artist, filmmaker i
the physical world. The unconscious founder - Pulp Roy Stemman: author, editor. (former) I“
A lot of the discussion has been | does not have a language. It speaks to Lflfu:litlr:tliiillrlis: artist, founder - The House | director - Psvehie News i
% muddied by vocabulary that slips around. | us through dreamscapes and art forms. S of Fairy Tales Dr_Victoria Tischler: curator. associate .53
”r After all, Spiritualism in the classic sense | It requires form. Through a modality r.«f{, ”T_W.JMM&IL_!MLIW psyvchiatrist, | professor - University of Nottingham
‘,:: is a belief in the dead communicating with | like tarot we can give unconsciousness a fu_:: lr::u:tur{:l: - Kings  College (London | Gavin Turk: artist f
7 the living. A lot of people speaking today | language which connects us to the multi- E: lf-““'*—'"-‘“t}‘l Toby Treves: writer, biographer. founder - 53
, are using the word Spiritualism in a very | dimensional, multi-faceted beings we are. :rf h_’"’ :n_French: artist, author Modern Art Press %
different sense. It challenges us to see bevond the two- ,.;f‘ Simon Grant: writer, art historian, editor | Viktor Wynd: artist. curator. founder - :‘:
So that's all I have to say. Be careful! | dimensional beings we are represented as %;r -‘Tﬂlu I‘Il.u | Viktor Wynd Muscum
You neced to be careful! in society. J:;-rr, Susan Hiller: artist Sar: ler  Walters:  author, trance i
Imagination is the plavground of the ﬁ.} John Harvey: artist, art historian medium, tutor - The College of Psyehic £
Avril Price: My name is Avril. I'm based | divine. It connects us to our duality at i Tim Heath: artist, chair - Blake Dociety Studies :
here at the college and my field of interest | birth. On one hand, we are divine will; rr""“'s Henry Krokatsis: artist Catherine Wilding: executive, trustee - The i
is tarot studies. I'm passionate about tarot | we're also carnal and animalistic. This e June-Elleni Laine: artist, clairvoyant - The | College of Psychic Studies r:
as an art-form. and also as a modality for | creates confusion, as we're birthed here in ﬁlzf College of Psvehic Studies i
self-discovery and a divination system. the physical plane. Our quest is - as part :‘J;. Janet Lee: writer, secretary - Theosophical L,
For those of you who are not familiar | of this discovery of a psychic life - to make 55\ Society (England) _,
with tarot, there are 78 cards and each are | sense of the chaos into which we are born. T,g Dr Maurice Lipsedge: psychiatrist, lecturer i}
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