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[Translation]

The Immortal ARTHUR CRAVAN 

Dafydd Jones

Arthur Cravan was a poet and a boxer amongst other things.  His name is connected to the Dada movement and he had Welsh connections.  One who has researched his incredible history tells more.

During the months of May and June this year in the Oriel Davies Gallery, Newtown, a work by the young artist Ian Giles appeared in a special space for new and experimental works.  It was a film of the artist himself in a small boat, sailing away from the south Wales’ shore and taking an axe to break up the boat before sinking from sight.  The blurb for the performance – which was over in a few minutes – suggests that the short drama is reporting the useless efforts of mankind towards inevitable failure.  There are remains of countless destructive or self destructive actions in the chronicles of the modern art period and latterly in the west, actions that .. um well, are ‘radical’ enough in their own way,  but that totter and manifest their weaknesses when we try to fathom, in a meaningful way, what the hell is going on.  There have been axes for a while in the armoury – you will remember that the musician John Cale used the axe to give the most dramatic ending to his performance as well as his piano in front of an examining board in Tanglewood in 1963 – and the choice between being non-existent, being at the mercy of an axe or not, was steering the activities of some representatives of the ‘heroic’ avant-garde, according to Raymond Williams at the beginning of the 20th century.

Yes, the avant-gardistes… and that’s the strangest thing.  The title of the film running in Newtown was After Cravan - that is ‘in the Cravan style’ rather than ‘after Cravan’ or ‘following Cravan’.  Who was he then?  Well, Cravan in a manner of speaking, as the object of my research work, is an old companion of mine, if not a favourite soul.

Arthur Cravan (pronounce the surname in the French way with the accent on the second syllable) was his full name but it was a made up name.  His real name was Fabian Avenarius Lloyd and he was born in 1887 in Lausanne in Switzerland, from the Chester Greys stock.  But you can hardly confine this astonishing man to a handful of such bald facts.

He was a poet and a boxer according to the most concise description of him, but also a famed forger.  He succeeded, through completely valid tricks, to crown himself France’s amateur light heavyweight champion in 1910 without stepping into the boxing ring.  Before each contest, as the muse took him, he would proudly recite a long list of connections and qualifications: ‘Sir Arthur Cravan, the not a hair on his head poet, nephew of Oscar Wilde, grandson to the Queen’s Chancellor, nephew to the Royal Commissioner of Dry Sundays in Wales, great nephew to Alfred Lord Tennyson…’ And so on.  He travelled a great deal during his life, in Europe and America making himself known, challenging social morals and causing many to grind their teeth, before disappearing without warning in 1918.  Yes, disappearing without leaving anything of himself behind, and that after sailing into the sunset over the Caribbean sea.  And that’s the explanation for the lonely man in a boat on the video in the Newtown gallery.  There were stories after that about Cravan appearing in a flash and unexpectedly in different places (like Elvis) and there was a theory about him appearing in a new life (like Lord Lucan or Richey Edwards).

Today, Cravan is counted as one of a handful of individuals called ‘proto-Dada’.  Since his disappearance in 1918 he is also one of a handful named amongst the legendary Dada suicides.

Dada was a movement started during the First World War, in neutral Switzerland.  The war created the conditions for the movement’s beginnings, as a group of artists, litterateurs and intelligentsia, many of them refugees, began to question the standards of the cultural and artistic practices of the day.  From 1916 onwards the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich grew into a centre for activities, statements and challenging creations for this group who opposed all cultural logic that enthroned some objects above others.  From these radical beginnings the movement spread to a number of cities in Europe, including Berlin and Paris and New York too, including literature and theatre as well as the visual arts.  Although the movement reached its end early in the 1920s, its influence went far and Dadaism made fallow the land for a number of later cultural movements, in particular conceptualism and situationisme.

But what has all this to do with Cravan?  Well, between 1887 (the year of his birth) and 1918 (the year of his disappearance) Arthur Cravan ‘happened’, contemporary with the beginning of the counter cultural movement, Dada.  And it is possible that many facets of his life and his work - and his end - are relevant whilst considering Dada ideas and perspectives.

One key word in discussing Dada is nihilism – the belief that there is no meaning or worth to anything – and Cravan’s attitude to the world was certainly unmistakably a nihilistic one.  Nihilism goes hand in hand with the urge to destroy and without a doubt this urge can be seen at work in Cravan's activities.  As well as being ready with his fists, he was very ready to ridicule and disparage other artists, just as the Dadaists did in due course in their attacking manifestos and statements. 

Cravan published a merciless and derisive periodical named Maintenant in Paris between 1912 and 1915 and he used this medium to throw insults at his contemporaries in the artistic world.  He stirred up the author André Gide so much, for example, that he tried to strike back in his novel Les Caves du Vatican  by basing the immoral character Lafcadio on Cravan.  In Maintenant Cravan also published a virtual interview with his uncle Oscar Wilde (who had long since died by then; Cravan’s aunt, Constance Lloyd, was Wilde’s wife and mother of his children).  He ridiculed the artistic efforts of members of his own social circles publicly - he was challenged to a fight in the name of dignity by Guillaume Apolliniaire after he was disrespectful to Apollinaire's partner, Marie Laurencin, in the most libellous manner.  In Kees Van Dongen's studio, he held exhibitions of his boxing talents before putting those same talents to work in his drunkenness in Montparnasse.

He fought a boxing contest in 1916 against the former world heavyweight champion, Jack Johnson in Monumental in Barcelona.  It was this stunt that funded the next stage of his adventures in New York under the invitation of Francis Picabia.

Cravan arrived in New York at the beginning of 1917 after a sea voyage in the company of Leon Trotsky, only a few months before he joined the red choir in the October Revolution of 1917.  And it was in New York, on the occasion of the exhibition that another revolutionary, Marcel Duchamp, created his noted Fountain (or urinal), that Cravan used to deliver a drunken lecture on modern art to an audience that included dignitaries of the city before starting to undress and bare himself in public.  He was arrested and kept under lock and key over night in Sing-Sing for his foul act.

The next day he met with the poet Mina Loy and began a relationship that gave colour to the rest of his known days.  She was his femme fatale and he was her homme fatal.  They married in Mexico City the beginning of the following  year and embraced a few months of domestic bliss in Veracruz.  It was from there that Mina Loy joined a ship sailing toward Buenos Aires, as 1918 drew to a close, with the intention that Cravan would follow her to the capital city of Patagonia once he had the means to do so.  But without the means to do so, Cravan ventured into the water in his rowing boat to row across the Gulf of Mexico and that, so it is said, at the mercy of warm water sharks.

This was not suicide in the true meaning of the word, surely, but an action without doubt to challenge what others would have considered certain death.  It must be remembered that suicide, even though extreme, was something completely logical from the cultural perspective of the odd one or two in the years following 1918.  Loathing towards civilisation’s constitution meant loathing also towards the constitution of self, and the dismembering and decomposition of the carnal and compositional body was one clear option amongst members of the avant-garde – theoretically therefore, for someone like the doctor Walter Serner with the manifesto Letzte Lockerung, or by the act of someone like the former soldier Jacques Vachém whose fate was for so long in the hands of the generals.  ‘There is only one necessity' says grandmother, and Vaché’s choice was to get to grips with that necessity in order to state when, how and where the big judgement would take place – Vaché killed himself in 1918 by taking an overdose of opium, celebrating that he, at last, and no-one else, owned his fate.  Like Cravan, Vaché was considered one of the Dada suicides.  In the context of the thinking behind them, acts that appear to be most negative and destructive nurture some sort of significance and meaning, and that is what saves nihilism and Dada counter art from deteriorating into some sort of insignificant play on the alleged civilised stage of culture.

Yes, Cravan disappeared, and despite searching for years afterwards and trying to find some sign that her husband had survived, in the end his wife Mina Loy accepted that it was likely that he had drowned.  She had her daughter, Fabienne, born in her father’s absence but, in her own words, in a poem written over a decade after Cravan’s disappearance, her longings for the realms of the dead faded.  She only spent a short period in Cravan's company, and that, she said, was the most resplendent time of her life - whilst the rest was nothing but muggy sadness.  In prose she describes how, as the light shattered through Cravan the poet, the light turned into a splendid radiance.

As the film After Cravan wrecks itself, the one thing left in white brittleness splashing on the surface of the water is the light ….and that’s a good thing.  That which is summarised in a performance of this kind can be short lived – which is its best virtue as it rejects any medium that would repeat it, and as it states itself in its fullness on the moment of event.  Without doubt existential, therefore.  But documenting performance does something else.  It suggests a period of existentialism, and yet complicates things more and more as the record topples the original event ... to the extent, truly, that the record distances itself so much from the event that it looses any meaningful contact with it – the philosophical gist of the French theorist Baudrillard since 1983.  From a serious perspective, not one result of such conditions can hope to offer more that a secondary state; from my perspective, that result is like  falling down a vegetarian’s toilet.  I think that is not unfair to say that After Cravan is bereft of any meaningful contact with the man he claims to follow – despite recognising that it is a   fictional and not factual ending that we have to this man’s life.  And yet the futility of the artist’s work corresponds with the succinct observance of Wilde that all art is worthless.  But give me Cravan every time - Cravan himself, without anything to follow or to come after him, nor to skew his style either.  After all, I think the man and his history are remarkable enough in themselves. 
