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An Interview with James Moores

John Moores established the Painting Prize in Liverpool in 1957 at the Walker
Art Gallery. He was a champion of painting and through his support of the arts
in Liverpool is now respected as a one of the great regional philanthropists.
Where did his interest in painting come from?

When not being a business magnate John Moores was an amateur painter.

He entered various painting competitions but failed to be selected and he felt this
was because of his notoriety as a businessman. He regarded the selection process of
these competitions as nepotistic and set about starting up a competition that would
bypass prejudices.

This was the cornerstone of his purpose, and the first John Moores Prize opened in
1957 for artists to be judged purely on the merits of their painting.

We adhere to his principles of selection to this day: the competition is open to all; the
artist is permitted to submit one work only; the selection is by an independent panel
of experts; the selection is based on the merits of the submitted work only and the
artist remains anonymous until selection has been made and prizewinners chosen.

These are the principles that first motivated the Prize, they have been carried down
through the years and now form the model for the John Moores Painting Prize in
Shanghai.

The richness of any port city culture lies in its appetite for fresh trade with the world.
Trade in goods or ideas.

These are characteristics shared by Shanghai and Liverpool and by the young John
Moores. He felt hampered by a business practice then in England based on a colonial
and ‘old boy’ network and he sought fresh ideas. Through Liverpool’s close ties with
New York he discovered American business practices. He recognised the richness
of artists processes and wanted too something of that creative exploration, that
lateral thinking, to stimulate and invigorate his business practice. By painting he was
attempting to connect commerce with creative practice.

There is real romance around the story of the Moores Family and their
philanthropy in Liverpool.

There is no other art exhibition that has such a deep-rooted connection
developed over a period of 50 years with a venue, with a place and with its
people. It makes the John Moores Painting Prize very special.

My childhoods memories are of going to the John Moores openings are special to
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me. John and Cecil Moores involvement with Everton and Liverpool Football clubs
connected them to the popular culture of the city. John was admired and the John
Moores Prize became a local phenomenon, everyone came. Littlewoods was a major
employer in Liverpool and all the staff would go. You talk to people in Liverpool
today who as kids remember it as real family event. | went with my school; all the
school kids were taken on trips to the Walker Art Gallery to see the exhibition.

One of the selectors of this year’s exhibition for Liverpool, the artist Ged Quinn talks
fondly of his childhood memories of going to see the John Moores Prize at the Walker
as a family. It is his earliest recollection of actually seeing modern, contemporary
painting. And so it became ingrained in the fabric of the place, generations of
families going to look at the freshest thoughts coming out of contemporary painting.

This was certainly the ambition of setting-up the Prize, to bring a national survey of
the best of contemporary painting, to Liverpool, to the people of the city, to set-up a
real alternative to London.

Putting the John Moores Prize in the Walker Art Gallery was an outrageous thing
to do at the time. He could have placed it somewhere else, but he wanted to be
provocative. Not the most establishment figure, John wanted it firmly planted in the
establishment. He wanted to ruffle a few feathers.

One thing | love about the Prize is it embodies this incredible conjunction of
establishment and avant-garde.

It is extraordinary that what is now firmly part of the establishment places blisteringly
dangerous avant-garde works in the safety of such an august respectable 19th
century museum as the Walker Art Gallery.

And what a gift to the museum too. Through the Prize, the Walker Art Gallery has
acquired one of the most significant collections of contemporary painting in Britain.
Look at the list of artists in the John Moores Prize over the years, every one of those
painters has been through the doors of the Walker, their work hung on the walls,
their spirit is present.

In the intervening years John Moores son, Peter created ‘the Peter Moores projects’.
These were curated shows and very exciting things. Between the two of them, they
produced, every year, avant-garde exhibitions at the Walker Art Gallery. They had
huge influence on my view of the world and certainly on many others.

You must remember these were incredibly hard times for Liverpool. Liverpool
had lost its pre-eminence as the great commonwealth port and with modern
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mechanisation came massive unemployment on the docks.

On the way to school in the mornings | would see thousands of dockers, crowds idle,
outside the dock wall looking for non-existent jobs. The extraordinary sense was
of their disenfranchisement and loss of control over their own destiny. They were
completely subject to the whim of external fortune.

The John Moores Prize and Peter Moores projects broadcast a very powerful
message inspiring individuals with their own creative capacity. The art on the walls
communicates that your imagination and spirit can transform ‘base materials into
gold;, can make things change. That message is in part why Liverpool has such a
heritage of creative people in music, literature, and across all the arts.

It certainly is a very powerful legacy and one which you are continuing with your
own projects, such as your founding of the Liverpool Biennial and establishing ‘A’
Foundation. You have been instrumental in setting-up the John Moores Painting
Prize in Shanghai, why and why now?

When Ling Min and Dean Wang DaWei got in touch to say they wanted to set up the
John Moores Painting Prize in Shanghai, it seemed such an exciting opportunity and
extremely gratifying that it should be recognised outside of the UK.

| think, today, John Moores is not somebody remembered much outside Liverpool.
But the John Moores Prize lives and as a brand represents something special: a
competition with integrity and a process that can be trusted. It is an excellent model
to repeat.

There are some similarities to Liverpool in 1957 and Shanghai today in 2010.

There is a sense of places trying to redefine themselves.

In 1957 Post War Britain was coming out of a period of powerful government
restriction. What was said, thought or done was very much controlled.

Afterwards came a sigh of relief, followed by a cultural explosion. An overriding
optimism for the future embraced new social and cultural reform. That period of
the late 5075, 60's into the 70's was a cultural heyday when many of the great artists
emerged.

China is at a similar threshold today;
Ahead is new territory and a great expansion of ideas.

I can really see that in China right now, the future is calling.
Artists are breaking away from a previous era, exploring new possibilities, new ideas,
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new materials.
There is great excitement at the landscapes and territories to explore, both physical

and intellectual.

And Chinas 2nd city, Shanghai (like Liverpool) is the gateway, is at the forefront. That
port spirit will connect China through Shanghai with the World.

The John Moores Prize in Shanghai catches the optimism of this new generation,
catches first sight of the painters that will define the character of the coming decades,
championing their work and making China a very exciting place for painting.

And also, there is the struggle to find how independent a voice can be?

There is a real tension between a creative freedom and the watchful eye of authority.
Rich territory for any painter to explore. Now a gauntlet is cast every 2 years to
challenge all painters practicing in China (as in Britain). A clear message to artists:
your painting is important; such a tenuous and solitary pursuit is held here in high
regard, we recognise the very thing you are struggling to achieve.

The John Moores Painting Prize in Shanghai has the potential to be the best place to
see what is going on in contemporary Chinese painting and to help make visible the
practice of Chinese artists to the wider world.

Tell me something of the responsibilities of the 5 selectors who will judge
the paintings for this inaugural John Moores Prize exhibition at the Shanghai
Gallery of Art @ Three on the Bund and choose the prizewinners.

The process of assembling the paintings in front the selectors is completely objective
and its object is to be perfectly democratic and open to all.

The selectors themselves however have to put all preconceived notions and all
objectivity aside. They must open their minds and choose subjectively from the heart

I am witness that each work discussed and looked at properly.

This year there is a mix of judges from the UK and from China for a stimulating
dialogue and awareness.

One can see where the intention of the artist has really come through: the good work
shines out.
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It's a fascinating process to watch and be involved in.

Traditional or avant-garde.

Different practices emerge and are accepted on their own merits.

The process is very open in that sort of way, things are not dismissed because of the
type of work they represent, they are instead accepted because of their power to
communicate.

For museums and galleries, for collectors of all sorts what better thing.

There is nowhere else where 5 experts dedicate such time together to a selection
process.

Firstly a concentrated week working their way through all the thousands of digital
images to choose the few hundred paintings they wish to see. Then a further 3 or
4 days with the actual works to decide which 30 - 50 they want to select for the
exhibition and finally 5 they merit as the Prizewinners. | can tell you discussions get
quite heated.

Every gallery, every curator, every collector of any serious intent should go to see
the John Moores Painting Prize. There, they may find an artist they have never seen
before and it absolutely does happen. It does happen all the time that new artists
emerge through the John Moores Painting Prize for the first time to great acclaim
and international recognition.

Extracts from a conversation between James Moores, great nephew of John
Moores and Beverley Bytheway, Artistic Director of John Moores Liverpool
Exhibition Trust.

July 2010.
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Preface
By Dawei Wang

2010 is a year of miracles. Shanghai is hosting the World Expo, and is this
year the focus of a global spotlight. At the same time, the John Moores
Contemporary Painting Prize, arguably the most prestigious contemporary
art competition in the UK over the past 50 years, lands in Shanghai in 2010.
Once the 50-year-old competition was announced in China, there was a
quick and active response throughout the mainland. Within a short span of
three months, there have been more than one thousand one hundred entries
from Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou, the Inner Mongolia autonomous region
and from many other Chinese provinces and cities — a truly unprecedented
occasion. And from now on, the John Moores Contemporary Painting Prize will

become a biennial contemporary art event in China.

It is thanks to Mr. Lewis Biggs's passionate recommendation and patient negotiation
that the John Moores Contemporary Painting Prize is able to be held in Shanghai.
His wisdom and careful attention, his acuity and carefulness together with his
familiarity with, and enthusiasm for, Chinese contemporary art touched me greatly,
so when [ first met him it felt just like greeting an old friend. As the local art college
here in Shanghai, we have a responsibility to give direction to contemporary
Chinese painting, and to foster healthier development. After several highly
cooperative discussions, we arrived at the intention of introducing the John Moores
Contemporary Painting Prize to Shanghai, and soon gained the support from James

Moores, the Executive Director of the John Moores Trust.

Chinese contemporary art has now undergone 30 years of exploration and
development since the policy of reform and opening-up. From opposing to
widening-out, from imitating to rethinking: now it is time to settle down and
seriously discuss issues of identity and future direction - the “who am 1?” and
the “where am | going?” of contemporary art in China. Therefore, this is exactly
the right time and right place to introduce the John Moores Contemporary
Painting Prize to Shanghai: it is an almost inevitable development for Chinese

contemporary art.




