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MICHAEL ENGLISH

by Penny Sparke 97

Michael English wants to make us look again at
things we take for granted: to notice the minutest
details in the visual environment. Since 1968 he
has devoted most of his time to works that
provoke this response.

His professional career started in the summer of
1965 when he finished his painting course at
Ealing Art School. London. He had spent three
years there, experimenting with different media
and studying contemporary art movements. He
had also formed lasting friendship with Pete
Townshend, foundermember of "The Who - the
most fashionablypackaged group of the mid-sixties.

Before long. Michael English produced some of
his first contributions to the ephemeral world of
British Pop culture. These included a carrier-bag
with the word SEX blazoned in pink on a red
background, T-shirts bearing the slogan JESUS
SAVES in 3-D lettering, and sunglasses with
Union Jack decorations on their lenses. Along
with the bull s-eye target, the Union Jack motif
became one of the most familiar symbols of
‘Swinging London . embellishing a vast range of
consumer goods, from mugs to clocks, trays and
cushions. The sunglasses were retailed by ‘Gear
of Carnaby Street, one of the first shops to
recognize and exploit the commercial potential of
Pop ephemera. Continuing in this idiom, which
owed, much to contemporary American painters
like Jasper Johns and Roy Lichtenstein. English

went on to design and paint a shop front for the

boutique ‘hung On You', in true comic-book
style.

In December 1966 English met Nigel Waymouth,
part-owner of that most avant-garde of London's
new boutiques, ‘Granny Takes a Trip, ! in the
King' s Road. They collaborated in repainting the
facade with an image of a Red Indian s head,
taken from a photographic blow-up which they
had pasted to the shop-window. Together,
English and Waymouth initiated a venture which
soon found itself at the centre of an emerging
youth revolution which rejected the commercialism
of the earlier pop era. By virtue of this rejection
and its ‘alternative solutions, the movement was
dubbed ‘The Underground . Within a matter of
months its presence was felt in the wvisual arts,

poetry, theatre, fashion and. above all, in MUSIC.

Between 1965 and 1967. _the emergent British
Underground acted as a stimulus for a number of
young artists, providing them with both a context
and a receptive environment for their work. A
number of business projects emerged. Among
them were bookshops like ‘Indica’ and 'Better
Books . set up to sell literature propounding the
new philosophy of love., mind expansion and
freedom: presses which printed such newspapers as
the 'International Times . produced (literally
underground) in the basement of the Indica
Bookshop: small record companies: art galleries:
theatre and pop groups: clubs like the 'UFQ’ in
Tottenham Court Road: enterprises like 'Osiris
Visions' ., and last but not least. small poster

companies like 'Hapshash and the Coloured
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Coat' - the name English and Waymouth adopted
for their venture.

The destinies of all these small businesses were
closely interwined:. they soon formed a network
based on financial interdependency. The graphic
artists relied most on this set-up: their work was
produced for display on the walls of the clubs and
bookshops, for the pages of the magazines and for
the record and book covers.

These designs served to translate into visual
form the ideals of the Underground, developing
what George Melly described in 1967 as "a
specifically graphic means of expression”. This was
effected by English and Waymouth, along with a
number of their contemporaries, including Michael
Meclnnerny, Mal Dean. David Vaughan, John
Hurford and the Australian. Martin Sharp.

English and Waymouth were responsible for a
large proportion of what came to be called
‘Underground graphics.” As ‘Hapshash., and the
Coloured Coat they produced a vast number of
posters for Osiris Visions' between 1966 and 1968,
specifically to promote shows, pop concerts, records
and other Underground events. Their works
covered the walls of the ‘UFQ’ club., providing,
with their dayglo colours, part of the mixed-media
environment there.

The pages of 'IT  featured some of their
immediately recognizable graphic images. In
addition to posters, they worked on a cover design
for their own record. Produced in 1967, Hapshash
and the Coloured Coat Featuring the Human Host
and the Heavy Metal Kids' has been described as

“an unrehearsed mixture of sounds, cut on red
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plastic with a highly technicoloured sleeve of their

own design.”

The creation of a graphic style embodying that
balance of mysticism, symbolism and exoticism
typical of the counter-culture required a rejection
of the post-Bauhaus formalism of current poster
art. The emphasis was upon a fusion of form and
content, a deliberate confusion of the senses that
emulated the effects of hallucinogenic drugs, and
encouraged ‘mind-expansion .

Stylistically, English's work at that time was
openly eclectic. Its inspiration derived from a
multitude of sources which appealed on
philosophical as well as aesthetic grounds. The art
nouveau curve with its whiplash end, reminiscent
of the images of Beardsley and Mucha which
English pored over in the Victoria and Albert
Museum Library, mingled with art deco sunrises.
Hindu symbols, Japanese and Islamic decorative
motifs. the dream visions of Bosch, Blake and the
later Surrealists, and a Disneyesque lettering.

The lettering, promoting groups, records, concerts
and other events, was deliberately indistinct and
illegible, melting into the sensuous imagery. It
confirmed the opinion expressed by Jim Haynes,
founder of the ‘Arts Laboratory’ : “I don’t think
one should try to be lucid: one should try to be
puzzling. to make people think.”

One early poster by English entitled ‘Love
Festival' did not conform to the psychedelic idiom
of acid- inspired vision. It introduced a motif
that would later reappear: a huge pair of bright

red lips, inspired by a work of Pop artist Tom



Wesselman. The surrealistic impact of the
displaced objcct became a major characteristic of
English's work after 1968. when the Underground

surfaced - and disappeared.

The transition from psychedelia and eclecticism
to the cool. hard-edged food and rubbish images
in the air-brushed prints of the late sixties and
early seventies was effected by returning to an
iconography composed of those same objects which
had inspired Pop painters a decade earlier. The
coke botte-top, the hamburger, the ketchup-bottle,
the stiletto-heeled shoe: these are all familiar
images culled from the contemporary urban
environment. English turned away from the
esoteric sources of his Underground posters
towards the mass-produced and stylized objects of
the urban landscape. The conflict between the
spectacle of commodity objects and the given
forces of the natural world was to inspire English’
s work through the seventies.

The interest in broken bottles and crumpled
cigarette packets recalls at first the Dadaist
appropriation of the ‘ready-made object. But
English does not display the same ironic distance
from his subject. Instead, like the American Pop
artists, he admires it and delights in its colours,
the intricacies of folds and facets, and the play of
light on its surface. He also rejoices in the way
that the manipulation of paint can effect an
illusion of depth, tactility and a sense of
heightened reality.

Great emphasis is laid on the technique of

production. Through the silk-screened posters, to

the air-brushed prints, to the painted studies of
Nature and machinery in the middle and late
seventies, English shows a reverence for the effects
of his technical means. He exploits them fully in
order to achieve the greatest possible trompe-l oeil
likeness to his subject, whether it be a clump of
moss, a torn leaf, the metallic sheen of the side of
a bus, or part of a gas turbine-engine. Meticulous
attenfion to detail, especially the subtleties of light
and shade, results in a display of painterly
virtuosinty and a magical ‘hyper-real' quality. If
the moss seems even more three-dimensional than
in real life, if the petrol cap of the bus seems to
hover in space, it is deliberate. English has said
that he wants his objects to seem like “ghosts in
a room’ .

In formal terms his preoccupation is with the
nature of the painting s surface. From the areas of
flat colour on the sixties posters, attained by the
over-laying of silk-screens. to the ‘Red series of
the late seventies, in which he fills The canvas
with selected sections of the flat side of a London
Transport bus, a play of abstracted forces is
achieved on the canvas by means of large
expanses of undifferentiated colour and. in the
latter works, a dominance of horizontal and
vertical lines. The red of the bus forces the
surface of the painting out into the room, giving it
the illusion of autonomous life. On the other
hand, English described the nature series and the
early machines - mostly the wheels of locomotives
- as “windows onto worlds" because, instead of
filling the canvas, the focal point is surrounded by

a ‘frame through which the spectator must peer.
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This frame is gradually removed in his later
paintings, and the view beyond moves forward to
the surface of the canvas, forcing itself on our
attention and challenging us to confront it head

Oon.

The theme of the seventies paintings is the
conflict between the forces of mechanization and
nature between order and apparent disorder. This
struggle emerges as the inclusion of a broken
bottle in a woody landscape and, later, in the
irregular distances between the rivets on a jet-
plane and in the corrosion. dirt and chipped paint
on the metallic surfaces of the buses and trains.
The landscape in the paintings of the mid-
seventies is slightly marred by the presence of a
discarded man-made object in its midst. In the
later paintings nature has been reduced to a dot
of greenery glimpsed between the wheels of a
locomotive in a sliding: human presence is
evidenced by one burnt-out fag-end on the
cinders.

A consistent feature of English’'s work is the
inclusion of lettering, whether the Mabel Lucie
Attwell writing in the psychedelic posters or the
sign- writing in the form of production numbers
on the sides of his wvehicles. These details
fascinate English because they both betray the
human involvement in the production of powerful
machines and provide a visual highlight on the
canvas, contrasting with the large areas of colour.
They also function. like the pieces of cut-out
newspaper on the surface of synthetic cubist

painting, to emphasize frontality and bring the
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spectator back from abstraction into the real
world.  English's latest work deals even more
obviously with the effects of lettering on a canvas,
focusing on the side of a locomotive covered with
sign-writing and scrawled chalk hand-writing.

Like the Photo-Realists on both sides of the
Atiantic, Michael English works from photographic
images, in his case polaroid snaps. Unlike the
Photo-Realists he is not interested in the niceties
of photographic reproduction but in the real world.
Although the photo acts as a visual record he will
often return to the original stimulus to jog his
memory. When painting the nature series, for
example. he worked directly from the real object,

bringing leaves and pieces of moss into the studio.

Apart from the paintings. which have been
exhibited in France and Japan among other places,
English does same work for advertising agencies.
He chooses this as a means of supplementing his
income, but it also provides him with periods of
relaxation. He believes less and less in mass
production, preferring to do illustrations for
companies which they then reproduce in limited
editions, to be hung in the board rooms and
handed round to important clients. He has done
such work for both L[.C.I. and the Philip Morris
cigarette company, for whom he produced a
tongue-in-cheek painting of a crushed cigarette
pack. an image which has since been used by an
anti-smoking campaign. Such appropriation of his
images by large advertising companies has become

common practice since the late sixties.



Ultimately Michael English sees himself as
standing in the tradition of English Romantic
landscape painting. While at college he made a
piece of ‘earth art by placing a landmark in the
middle of Dartmoor. Much of his free time is
spent travelling in England, tracing the lines of
derelict railway tracks which he then enters in a
map. The awesome aspect of the machine.
mediating, and so positing a division, between man
and nature, inspired Monet and Turner. The age
of stream was then embryonic. In the computer
age, the mood of English's machine studies is
retrospective and meditative. His ‘urban
landscapes are as much about the feelings evoked
by city life, as they are striking images.

English has moved away from the
commercialism associated with his work of the
early seventies. He sees himself as a ‘fine artist .
attracted by the impact and technical competence
of the images of the commercial world but
committed to art as the unique expression of his

individual wvision.

Penny Sparke 1979
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