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May Life Use You 
Like the full blown rose 
Generously losing its petals 
Until only the golden heart 
Is left exposed. 
 

— Sydney White 

Leviathan, the great fish, symbolizes 
the abyss we create within ourselves, as 
exemplified by the Old Testament Book 
of Jonah: "Jonah was in the belly of the 
fish three days and three nights." (1:17) 
"He fled from the presence of the 
Lord..." (1:10) That is to say, in evading 
God, Jonah ran from himself. Stubborn, 
he presumed God's precepts should be 
followed literally; and, preoccupied 
with his self-regard, Jonah refused to 
undertake observances demanded by the 
Deity. God reproved Jonah for his inhu-
manity: "Then said the Lord, Thou hast 
had pity on the gourd, for the which 
thou hast not laboured, neither madest it 
grow; which came up in a night, and 
perished in a night;" (4:10) "And should 
I not spare Nineveh, that great city, 
wherein are more than sixscore thou-
sand persons that cannot discern be-
tween their right hand and their left 
hand; and also much cattle?" (4:11)  

The Book of Jonah teaches that we 
should love all God's creations, that 
every living thing, including the planet, 
is deserving of our respect, sympathy, 
and compassion. A callous exploitation 
of the globe is unjustifiable; to disrupt 
the natural order for the sake of experi-
mentation is unconscionable. Progress 
does not imply the right to unleash irre-
versible destructive forces into the 
world. Rather we should preserve the 
natural order in the development and 
growth of our culture. We must take 
great care not to project violence and 
destruction into the solar system and 
beyond. We must foster an appreciation 

of the environment we live and work 
in — now.  

Most art, including portrait painting, 
appeals to the vanity of the subject. The 
ability to differentiate between the truth 
and one's self-image is fundamental for 
anyone who positions himself/herself in 
front of the mirror of response writing 
and imaging. The violence and destruc-
tion transmitted to us through the media 
can be expected to trigger protest. Ob-
jection to response art is common to 
protest movements such as ban the 
bomb. Protest and populist forms are 
created from a sense of futility shared 
by concerned individuals. For example, 
the art of John Scott is predicated on an 
intuitive feeling of the futility of vio-
lence and destruction.  
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The notion that art can demonstrate a 

model of knowledge is not endorsed by 
the artists working in response forms. 
They do not subscribe to the role of de-
fining an art object. Rather, their point 
of entry is the issues that arouse ex-
treme feeling common to a group. Shar-
ing in these responsive signs reveals the 
group's hopes and aspirations. A be-
mused Jonah, Scott is consumed by his 
vision of an apocalyptic abyss and, ap-
propriately, plummeted beyond the es-
tablished conventions of art making. 
This is treading on dangerous ground: 
response art can permit players to ex-
ploit their rationalization of a self-
projection onto a signature. Motivated 
by ambition, an arts writer might ex-
ploit a fashionable issue in order to gain 

public acceptance.  
Yet, with Leviathan (as exhibited at 

the Carmen Lamanna Gallery in March 
1984) Scott may have created a mile-
stone of our Post-modern condition. 
Having entered what appeared to be an 
empty gallery I could hear sound rever-
berating at the far end of the long, nar-
row commercial space. Something 
made me look at the ceiling, where I 
could see a full-length, black and white 
image of a Cruise missile, that most evil 
vehicle. The sighting of this paper mis-
sile in association with the sound track 
of its imagined flight in a familiar 
space — over my territory — struck me 
with fear.  

People are indifferent to the conse-
quences of nuclear war. Newspaper col-
umns, television programmes, and 
books about the dangers of nuclear war 
don't convey the immediacy of potential 
colossal catastrophe. (The media have 
turned us into consumers of informa-
tion, but being informed does not guar-
antee our safety.) Scott's Leviathan, 
however, makes us aware of the immi-
nent danger of nuclear weapons. An in-
spired provocation, Leviathan facilitates 
an aesthetic experience of terror, in di-
rect opposition to an aesthetic bounded 
by the concept of the 'beautiful'. Such a 
negative aesthetic experience perceived 
in relation to the content of a current 
media issue creates a condemnation of 
the use of nuclear weapons.  

The clarity of Scott's aesthetic perme-
ates our capacity to feel and to act ap-
propriately on the implications of the 

negative feeling he conjures. If Scott's 
Leviathan succeeds in shocking us, it is 
a surprising victory; for the view that an 
art object 
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can effect change in the world is not 

taken very seriously. Most art is seen to 
be irrelevant to the forces that control 
the world we live in. Scott is moving 
within a tradition of artists describing, 
through a diversity of forms, the nega-
tive content of our environment. Know-
ing right from wrong and having the 
certainty of feeling, Scott's Leviathan 
reveals to us what it feels like when an 
abyss threatens. 

In the words of John Scott: "All hu-
man relationships are essentially con-
tracts, entered into with an unspoken 
assumption of continuity of essence and 
form between the parties concerned."1 

1. An excerpt from "About having 
Bell's Palsy," quoted in John Scott: 
Edge City 28 April - 25 June 1994.  

The Robert McLaughlin Gallery, 
Civic Centre, Oshawa, Ontario, p. 20.  

Ron Martin Copyright © August 4, 
1994. Toronto, Ontario, Canada.  

Most Evil Vehicle, (Fig. No. 1), 
signed, and dated (1983 ?), 56 1/2" x 77 
3/8" framed, acrylic wash on paper. 

Anonymous collection. 
The artist gratefully acknowledges the 

editing assistance of Charis Wahl.  
Final version no. 5, 890 words. Not to 

be copied.  
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