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“Art, like morality, consists in drawing the line somewhere.”
G.K Chesterton



a talk about loving your inner conservative...
or why boundaries are beautiful.



BOUNDARIES in art and politics.
Can looking at boundaries in ART help us understand the culture war?

Private property (intellectual or otherwise) is BOUNDED, DEFINED.

The family is a BOUNDED structure.

Marriage is a BOUNDED structure.

Community and the nation state are BOUNDED structures

Each of these is EXCLUSIVE not inclusive. Closed not open.

We draw lines around what we love: 
boundaries express our DUTY OF CARE.





Life, beauty, creativity is born from the tension between opposing forces.

“...being in conflict, it still agrees with itself, 
there is an opposing coherence, as in the tensions of the bow or the harp.”

Heraclitus

It is the tension on the string that makes the music, or makes the arrow fly.



A CONFLICT OF VISIONS

Constrained vs Unconstrained

Tragic vs Utopian

Closed vs Open

Conservative vs Liberal / Progressive / Libertarian





“Modernity is a deal. 
The entire contract can be summarised in a single phrase: 
humans agree to give up meaning in exchange for power.”

Yuval Noah Harari

“The pure man of the left detests being, always prefering, 
in principle, in the words of Rousseau, what is not to what is.” 

Jacques Maritain

“The characteristic disease of the left is its passion for the limitless.”
Jean-Marie Domenach



the political divide is mirrored in drawing - in the TWO kinds of line





the great whoosh



"the splendour of the world has been enriched by a new beauty: 
the beauty of speed. 

A roaring motor car which seems to run on machine-gun fire, 
is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace."

Marinetti, Futurist Manifesto 1909

‘Move fast and break things.’
Mark Zuckerberg







"I do not see why the loss of faith in the known image and symbol
in our time should be celebrated as a freedom.

It is a loss from which we suffer.” 
Phillip Guston 







The Modernist grid, the image 
of our age, is a mechanism: 
"form follows function." 

“Form follows function.”
Louis Sullivan

The Modernist grid is a mechanism.

“A house is a machine for living in.”
Le Corbusier



“Liberalism is a set of procedures, with an empty center.”
Andrew Sullivan



Told we are free, in practice our lives are rigidly 
constrained by technocratic systems: 

big government, big business, top-down planning.

Systems conceived as a liberation, enforce conformity. 

Revolution ends in oppression. 

An atomised society, stripped of traditional structures,
must be managed by intrusive State control.

Liberalism sets itself against every limitation 
of time, place and nature.

The Modernist grid strives to be timeless, 
it makes no reference to the inheritance of place, 

and its slick surfaces and empty plazas 
make no allowances for nature.





J.B. Priestley

Rem Koolhaas - proposal for EU flag



James Howard Kunstler Richard Weaver



“Modernity aims at the elimination of transcendence.” 
Augusto Del Noce

Desecration can be seen as a duty.  



‘Sacred’ comes from Latin, sacer -‘set apart’ 

"Populism is dangerous... 
populism sets ‘sacred’ boundaries in place...

it is a spiritual style of doing politics.
Battle cries such as ‘build the wall!’ or ‘no more mosques!’ 

set boundaries in place to keep the sacred people safe from outside threats."

Daniel Nilsson DeHanas 









The religious artist is drawing what can’t be drawn.
You can’t touch or define the Ideal, 

or the Soul, or God,
or essences or universals. 

But to the conservative, that makes those things more real, not less.

The conservative knows that the Holy of Holies is empty: 
that there is nothing behind the Veil of the Temple.

A cathedral, a temple, a spire, points towards the Beyond, the transcendent.

“Nature has no outline, but Imagination has.”
William Blake





Conservatism is a search for A CENTRE  - but not the centre. A ‘god’ that can unify society.



Nominalism says that universals / essences have no reality.

individuals / peoples / nations / institutions can have no soul:
the Wonderbird is not a real bird.



progressives strive to be LOGICAL, rational.
but conservatives accept PARADOX, the irrational.

Christianity was consciously built of paradoxes: 
Incarnation, Virgin birth, Holy Trinity, etc.

paradox of identity: Grandad’s axe.
The blade has been changed, 
the handle has been changed: 
is it the SAME axe?

Ise grand shrine, in Japan: rebuilt exactly the same every 20 years for 2000 years.

Love is the opposite of freedom.

Boundaries set us free.



‘Keep within compass, and you shall be sure, 
to avoid many troubles which others endure.’

Classical / Stoic idea of freedom was self-mastery, restraint - being able to say ‘no’.
Every spiritual discipline demands renunciation.



“All my life I have loved edges; 
and the boundary line that brings
one thing sharply against another. 

All my life I have loved frames 
and limits.”

G.K.Chesterton





Thou shalt not steal.

Richard Weaver



G.K. Chesterton was a champion of Distributism.
Distributism is based on two principles:

1.  Private property is sacred: a GOOD thing.

2.  That good thing should be as widely distributed as possible.

Distributism is anti-monopoly and anti-empire,
anti-big business and anti-big government.

SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL



Artists pay lip service to progressive (centrifugal) values, 
but live conservative (centripetal) lives: self-employed, self-reliant, 
entrepreneurs running their own businesses in highly competitive industries, 
& fiercely defending their property rights, intellectual or otherwise. 
If they can afford it they live in high trust, high home-ownership areas,
with little immigration. (e.g. Lewes, Sussex)
Those on lower incomes still choose to live in characterful places 
with plenty of traditional architecture.

Artists have an intense appreciation of the value of their little patch: 
they love the small, the quirky, the local. 
And they work small, knowing that if their businesses grew too big 
it would only take them further away from what they love.
Staying small, independent, they find corners of freedom, 
space to be eccentric, to be themselves. 
Espousing openness while living closed lives, 
it would be easy to say they are hypocrites. 

I prefer to think they are Distributists: 
naturally colliding head-on with the paradox that boundaries set us free.



artists opt for MEANING over POWER.

What drives an artist isn’t efficiency, bigness, sales, status,
it is doing what they LOVE.

Crafting, creating, dreaming, BEING.

The criteria for success as an artist is simple,
they aim to make this gap as narrow as possible:



The Limits of Growth report  (1972)



from SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL
E.F. Schumacher



Constraints and boundaries generate meaning. 
 

Movement, energy and freedom 
only register within a frame. 

The tighter the frame, the smaller the arena for action, 
the more the individual is empowered.

Leopold Kohr: 
“the world’s one and only problem is not wickedness but bigness.”



This is a necessary, vital tension.

Every nation, community, society is an experiment 
in balancing these opposites.

Could we aim to marry maximum group feeling 
with maximum individuality?





Iceland population = 300,000 people. 
It is a micro-nation.

The size of Preston.
Why hasn’t Preston got a seat at the United Nations?

1n 1900 there were 70 nations, 
most of the world was divided up between a few big empires.

In 2019 there are 200 nations.
Today’s wars are not between nations, but within nations - 

often as people attempt to re-draw crude colonial boundaries.

In 2100 there might be 2000 nations.









“You belong wherever 
your umbilical cord is cut.”

(said by the Caribbean-born mother of a Black poet friend of mine, who was born in Luton.)





The Kingdom of Essex

population: 3 million

1 nuclear power station
2 major ports
3 international airports
distinctive manufacturing industries
(e.g. Crittal windows, Ford, Tate & Lyle)
unique produce (e.g. Colchester oysters)
Its own myth and legend.
Was Camulodunum the real Camelot?

Its own beautiful flag.

ESSEXIT NOW!






