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Canada Council Defends Crime as Art
For immediate release                                                                                                Monday March 29, 2004

Ottawa – Today Saskatoon Conservative MP Maurice Vellacott expressed dissatisfaction with the response he received from the Canada Council for the Arts after he protested the Council’s choice of shock artist Istvan Kantor as one of several recipients of the $15,000 Governor General’s Award in Visual and Media Arts. Mr. Kantor received the award on March 10, 2004 from the Governor General at Rideau Hall. The Council’s choice of Kantor has created controversy, since Kantor has broken the law in connection with his “art,” specifically by splattering his blood, in the shape of an X, at art galleries.

In a written statement, the Council defended its choice of Kantor. The statement said:  “As long as there has been art, there has been controversy about what art is. Each new wave of pioneering artists was initially condemned—from the Impressionists to Canada’s Group of Seven.” . . . “The art critics of the day said that their [the Group of Seven’s] paintings were ‘rough, splashy, meaningless, blatant plastering and massing of unpleasant colour in weird landscapes.’ Decades later, their landscapes are admired in Canada and around the world.”

The Canada Council’s written response later on stated: “Istvan Kantor’s work can be rebellious, disturbing, shocking and even offensive to some people. But art is not just beautiful or entertaining—sometimes it portrays situations that are unpleasant or which challenge what is established or considered normal.” . . . “This does not make Istvan Kantor any less an artist, and one does not have to like his art to respect his ability and talent.” 

Vellacott continues to decry this waste of taxpayers’ money on the $15,000 award to Kantor. The Council mindlessly assumes that “what is reviled today is revered tomorrow” and that, in time, all art will be accepted. This surprising statement rules out the very possibility that some so-called “art” that is reviled today will still be reviled tomorrow and that it is simply unworthy of being rewarded with money taken from taxpayers. 

The Council wants to blur the distinction between what is vile in itself and what merely deals with a topic that is “unpleasant” in order to defend Kantor’s work. Also, it sets up a false analogy between Kantor and the Group of Seven. While the art of the Group of Seven was criticized by art critics, Kantor’s so-called “art” has been condemned, not simply by “art critcs,” but by judges in our criminal courts. Society has already spoken against Kantor’s “performance art” (which he still defends), through the criminal code.The Canada Council is defending the indefensible in its position statement, which seems to border on defending “crime as art.” The Council’s logic could be used to defend snuff movies.

Vellacott said, “The poor taxpayers of Canada. If their money isn’t being blown on Liberal sponsorship scandals it’s going to fund criminal acts disguised as art. Hardworking taxpayers could understand if Kantor were being fined $15,000 for his trademark of splattering blood on rare paintings in art museums. But for him to be awarded $15,000 of their money for his “art” is unconscionable. And not only average taxpayers think so. A native artist in my constituency with a Bachelor of Fine Arts from the University of Saskatchewan, Ray Keighley, states: ‘I was appalled and offended that Kantor would be honoured for criminal behaviour in the disguise of art.’ ‘It appears to me that the criteria that the C.C. uses for grants and awards needs to be changed to comply with the Criminal Code of Canada at least’.”
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