

[image: Images]



ART IN THE AGE OF MASS MEDIA


Also by John A. Walker and published by Pluto Press

ART AND OUTRAGE

CULTURAL OFFENSIVE

DESIGN HISTORY AND THE HISTORY OF DESIGN


ART IN THE AGE OF MASS MEDIA

Third edition

JOHN A. WALKER

[image: Image]


First published 1983 by Pluto Press
345 Archway Road, London N6 5AA

Second edition published 1994
Third edition published 2001

Copyright © 1983, 1994, 2001 John A. Walker

The right of John A. Walker to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data applied for

ISBN 9780745317458 hbk
ISBN 0745317456 hbk
ISBN 9780745317441 pbk
ISBN 0745317448 pbk
ISBN 9781783718924 ePub
ISBN 9781783718931 Kindle

Printed and bound by Antony Rowe Ltd, Eastbourne


CONTENTS



	Preface to the third edition




	Acknowledgements




	INTRODUCTION




	1.

	CORE TERMS/CONCEPTS




	 

	The Fine Arts




	 

	The Mass Media and Mass Culture




	2.

	ART USES MASS CULTURE




	 

	Courbet, Van Gogh and Popular Imagery




	 

	Pop Art Translates Mass Culture




	 

	American Pop




	 

	Formalism in Pop Art




	 

	The Politics of Pop




	 

	Transubstantiation




	 

	Indirect Influences of the Mass Media




	3.

	THE MASS MEDIA USE ART




	 

	Art as Subject-matter




	 

	Image of the Artist in Advertisements




	 

	Art as a Source of Styles and Formal Innovations




	 

	Art as Subject-matter in the Cinema




	 

	Artists as a Pool of Skilled Labour




	4.

	MECHANICAL REPRODUCTION AND THE FINE ARTS




	5.

	HIGH CULTURE: AFFIRMATIVE OR NEGATIVE?




	6.

	CULTURAL PLURALISM AND POST-MODERNISM




	 

	Reporting the Zeitgeist




	 

	The Politics of Pluralism




	7.

	ALTERNATIVES




	 

	John Heartfield and Photo-montage




	 

	Community Art/Murals




	 

	Political Art in the Galleries




	8.

	ART AND MASS MEDIA IN THE 1980s




	 

	Cross-overs and Mass Avant-gardism




	 

	Simulacra




	 

	Art, Advertising and Billboards




	 

	Appropriationists




	 

	Plagiarists




	 

	Koons, the Master of Kitsch and Business Art




	9.

	ARTISTS AND NEW MEDIA TECHNOLOGIES




	 

	Photography




	 

	Photocopiers




	 

	Video




	 

	Computers




	10.

	ART AND MASS MEDIA 1990–2000




	 

	War, the Media and Art




	 

	Art and Surveillance




	 

	Art and Advertising




	 

	Art and Cinema




	 

	The Artist as Media Celebrity: Damien Hirst




	 

	Simulation




	 

	Digital Art




	 

	The Internet and Website Design




	 

	Museums




	 

	Melrose Place




	11.

	CONCLUSION




	Notes and References




	Bibliography




	Index






PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

For this third revised edition, I have corrected a few factual errors and substantially expanded the final chapter to describe developments since the second edition was completed in the early 1990s. The bibliography has also been updated. For information and illustrations supplied, particular thanks are due to Benetton and Modus Publicity, the GALA Committee, Grand Arts, Kansas, Graham Harwood of Mongrel, Peter Hill, Jenny Holzer, Alison Jackson, Simon Lewandowski, Derek Manley, Tony Mann of Greenwich University and Jamie Wagg.

John A. Walker,
Greenwich, London
2001
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‘ … élites and ruling groups have always sought to distinguish themselves from others by the possession of objects which symbolise their superior status.’

Keith Thomas, Observer 7 March 1993, p. 58.

‘Both avant garde art and mass culture bear the stigmata of capitalism, both contain elements of change … Both are torn halves of an integral freedom, to which, however, they do not add up.’

Theodor Adorno, letter to Walter Benjamin, 18 March 1936. Aesthetics and Politics (London: NLB, 1977), p. 123.

‘If the artist is not to lose much of his ancient purpose he may have to plunder the popular arts to recover the imagery which is his rightful inheritance.’

Richard Hamilton, Collected Words 1953–82 (London: Thames & Hudson, 1982), p. 42.

‘I’m for the artist to regain the responsibility for manipulation and seduction: for art to have as much political impact as the entertainment industry, the film, the pop music and advertising industries.’

J. Koons, The Jeff Koons Handbook (London: Thames & Hudson/Anthony d’Offay Gallery, 1992), p. 33.


INTRODUCTION

For many centuries, up until the mid nineteenth century, architecture, painting and sculpture were the three principal visual arts of Europe. These arts flourished because they received substantial patronage from the most powerful and wealthy individuals, groups and institutions within European society, that is, kings, princes, aristocrats, the Church, merchants, national governments, city councils and guilds. Today the situation is very different: our culture is not dominated by the fine arts but by the mass media. Changes brought about by the industrial revolution, by the development of a capitalist economic system, and by the emergence of an urban, consumer society, have irrevocably altered the social context in which fine arts operate. Architecture, it should be acknowledged, has been far less affected by these changes than painting and sculpture.1

Machines of various kinds have played a crucial role in this social and technological transformation. Until the advent of colour photography and printing, for example, painters enjoyed a virtual monopoly over the production of coloured images. Now millions of high-quality colour images, and millions of copies of those images, can be simply and rapidly generated by the use of the camera and the printing machine. The art of painting has not died out as a result but, arguably, there has been a decline in its status and power; its social functions have also altered.

This book examines certain aspects of the condition of the fine arts in the age of the mass media; it identifies the differences between these two relatively autonomous realms, but it also discusses the ways in which they interact. (The fact that a line can be drawn between two realms does not prevent two-way traffic across the line from taking place: frontiers exist between countries, but people, goods and information cross them every day.)

Key questions to be considered are: what has been the response of fine artists to the existence of the mass media? How have the mass media made use of the visual arts? Is there any vital social role left for fine art? If so, what is it?

Just because the fate of the visual arts in the age of mass media is the primary concern of this book, readers should not assume that it takes the view that all virtue is on the side of the former and all vice on the side of the latter. In both realms one can find new and creative ideas, old and reactionary ideas, well and badly made artefacts, the aesthetically good and bad.

During the 1970s and 1980s art historians employed in British colleges of art and design were asked to broaden their expertise. Lectures and courses on the history of industrial design, advertising, photography, film, television, video, computer graphics, fashion and youth sub-cultures were required in addition to those already given on painting, sculpture and architecture. This was because they were teaching trainee designers and craftspersons, photographers, film- and video-makers in addition to fine art students. Indeed, art students were a minority. Some of the pressure for the expansion of the art historian’s object of study was due to the cultural dominance of the mass media. Also significant was the fact that many modern artists had adopted new media technologies – photography, film, video, computers – in order to make art. As the art historian’s object of study expanded, seemingly without limit, one question in particular became ever more pressing: what was the relationship between the traditional fine arts and the new mass media? It was not only artists, therefore, who were confronted by the problem of coming to terms with the mass media.

In the event, the task faced by scholars was not simply one of taking on board new subjects such as advertising, but of encompassing the mass mediation of art itself. That is to say, analysts of contemporary art in particular found that they could not limit themselves to the interpretation and evaluation of works of art because they had also to absorb and consider press releases and other publicity material, colour reproductions, catalogue essays, newspaper and magazine reviews, photographs and films of artists, interviews with them, radio and TV arts programmes about them. (What some theorists call ‘the metatextual narrative or discourse’.) Some readers may be thinking ‘Surely, compared to the art, such material is secondary, unimportant.’ Yet, increasingly, this is not the case. As more and more artists realize the crucial importance of the media to a successful career, more and more of them seek to control and manipulate their image and the dissemination of their work through the various channels of communication. As we shall see later, in reference to the American artist Jeff Koons, there is a symbiotic relationship – indeed an interplay – between his art and his media presence. Salvador Dali and Andy Warhol were two precursors of Koons in this respect. In their application of creativity to self-presentation and self-promotion, fine artists increasingly imitate the behaviour of such mass culture stars as Madonna and Michael Jackson.

Although there are chapters which discuss the art of the 1970s, 1980s and the 1990s, on the whole an analytical rather than a strictly chronological approach has been adopted. No attempt has been made to provide a comprehensive history or survey of the subject. Many theoretical texts about culture are short on illustration and concrete examples. In contrast, this book reproduces and analyses a series of examples taken from different periods in order to explain abstract concepts. I am aware that the kinds of analysis of images contained in this book are not the end of the story: viewers ‘read’, interpret, appropriate and use works of art and mass culture products in a variety of ways, some of which are oppositional. It must be obvious, however, that a book of this size and introductory character cannot provide analyses of images and accounts of the responses of millions of people to those images.

A text which relates art to the class structure of society and discusses issues of concern to socialist and feminist artists and art historians will not be welcomed in certain quarters. There are many who still regard art as a realm of value which transcends ideology, politics and class struggle altogether, even though it is impossible to understand art as a social phenomenon without reference to the structure of the society within which it is produced, and understanding that social context inevitably involves consideration of such issues as class, ideology, economics, politics, power, gender and race.

It is often maintained that analysis of art destroys its mystery. In my view, knowledge deepens understanding and appreciation. However, it is true that a socialist critique of art has a demystifying impact upon the bourgeois concept of art. Another commonly held belief is that images which are politically partisan are propaganda, not art. The Catholic Church’s use of art as a means of persuasion during the Counter Reformation is just one example of the fact that art and propaganda are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Today, few are aware that the very word ‘propaganda’ – meaning ‘propagating the faith’ – was invented by the Catholic Church in 1622.

Existing Literature

The published literature on the relationship between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, art and mass media, is extensive (see Bibliography). Much comment has emanated from cultural historians, art and literary critics. Many visual artists have also made illuminating statements via interviews or essays. During the 1930s and 1940s art’s relationship to mass culture was discussed by the German philosophers Walter Benjamin and Max Horkheimer, both associated with the Frankfurt School of Social Research. Clement Greenberg, the American art critic, published an essay in 1939 on the differences between avant-garde art and kitsch that was subsequently to become famous. In London during the late 1950s the topics fine art, popular culture and mass media preoccupied the British pop artist Richard Hamilton and the theorists Lawrence Alloway and John McHale.2

For many artists and art historians, myself included, the appearance of John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (TV series and paperback book) in 1972 was a crucial intellectual stimulus. In some respects this text is a continuation of the train of thought Berger set in motion. Ways of Seeing provided an overview of the development of western art in terms of four themes: mechanical reproduction, representations of women, oil painting and private property, publicity and politics. Modern publicity, Berger argued, inherited its system of pictorial rhetoric from the European oil painting tradition. This is why Ways of Seeing concluded with a discussion of advertising. What Ways of Seeing omitted was any consideration of modern art and the problems of practice faced by living artists. It is this weakness which this text seeks to remedy.

During the period 1980–92 critical and curatorial interest in the theme of art and mass media was intense – exhibitions devoted to different aspects of the subject were held in both private and public galleries.3 Retrospective exhibitions were also devoted to the work of individual artists cited in this book, namely Laurie Anderson, Richard Hamilton, John Heartfield and the late Andy Warhol. The fact that the above mentioned shows took place in Europe, Australia and the United States indicates that the issues discussed in this book were international in character.

Some of the exhibitions were accompanied by lavishly illustrated book-length catalogues. The volume for High and Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1990), written by Kirk Varnedoe and Adam Gopnik, was particularly substantial. (It included a lengthy bibliography which nevertheless managed to ignore the first edition of this book.) The High and Low project – a piling up of example after example in order to prove that an extraordinary variety of interactions have taken place between fine art and popular culture – appeared designed to refute the idea that any systematic account of the phenomenon could be provided.

Aside from periodical articles, other literature on the subject of art and mass culture published after 1983 included: R. Pelfrey and M. Hall-Pelfrey’s textbook Art and Mass Media (1985); my own books Cross-overs: Art into Pop, Pop into Art (1987) (a study of the interactions between fine art and rock/pop music), Art and Artists on Screen (1993) (a study of the ways art and artists have been represented in the cinema); Synthesis: Visual Arts in the Electronic Culture (1989); M. Lovejoy, Post-modern Currents: Art and Artists in the Age of Electronic Media (1989).

Craig Yoe and Janet Morra-Yoe edited The Art of Mickey Mouse (1992), a book devoted to the use of images of the famous Disney character by an international galaxy of artists. (Later several works of art employing the image of Mickey Mouse in a critical rather than a celebratory way will be described.) This book – together with the exhibition catalogues The Comic Art Show (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1983) and Comic Iconoclasm (London: ICA, 1987) – testified to a widespread fascination with the appearance of comic strip images in fine art. And, as we shall discover, some fine artists have adopted the comic book as their prime medium of expression.

A new British magazine dedicated to serious (but non-academic) discussion of popular culture – The Modern Review – was founded in 1991. It promoted itself as ‘low culture for highbrows’. On the cover of issue one was an updated version of Richard Hamilton’s famous 1956 collage: ‘Just what is it that makes today’s home so different, so appealing?’. The magazine was the brainchild of the abrasive journalist Julie Burchill, and its editor was Toby Young. Burchill believed it was possible to enjoy the best of avant-garde art and the best of mass culture – what she despised, however, was what lies between the two extremes, that is the middlebrow. The latter is a vast continent somewhat neglected by critics and historians (see, however, Joan Rubin’s book The Making of Middlebrow Culture, 1992).

A relevant British television series transmitted in 1991 was BBC 2’s Relative Values. (There was also a tie-in paperback written by Louisa Buck and Philip Dodd.) Especially useful was the final programme entitled ‘The Agony and the Ecstasy’. It examined the myths and legends historically associated with artists and the way the mass media of books (that is, novelized biographies such as Irving Stone’s Lust for Life) and movies relayed them to the general public.

Although arts programmes on British television have always featured both popular and highbrow forms of culture, in recent years there has been an increasing tendency to treat mass culture stars as seriously as major fine artists. In 1990 some commentators criticized this non-hierarchical approach to culture on the grounds that distinctions of quality – between good and bad art, between ‘serious’ art and ‘mere’ entertainment – were being blurred. A heated debate followed on television and in the press about the respective merits of great artists and entertainers (it was usually posed in terms of a stark, either/or choice between Mozart and Madonna, John Keats and Bob Dylan, rather than a both/and). The debate – a recurring phenomenon – revealed that, despite the supposed triumph of post-modern pluralism and relativism, hierarchical notions of culture persist and are still a source of anxiety and disagreement. The division which Theodor Adorno identified between high art and mass culture remains, despite many recent examples of convergence and overlap. Consequently it continues to be a site of cultural struggle and artistic opportunity.

Finally, Professor John Carey’s 1992 volume The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia 1880–1939 is worth citing even though it is concerned with literature rather than the visual arts, because it so comprehensively exposes the cultural èlitism manifested by so many leading modern writers. In the case of some of these writers, contempt for people they considered socially inferior resulted in a flirtation with fascist ideas of mass extermination. In contrast, most of the visual artists whose work is examined in this book wish to overcome the élitism of contemporary art and to contribute to the building of a better, more socially just world.


1. CORE TERMS/CONCEPTS

Traditionally, culture has been categorized in a variety of ways. For instance, it has been divided into three ranks: high, middle and low. Cultural production has also been discussed in terms of particular media or artforms – painting, photography, graphic design, etc. – and in terms of broader groupings such as the fine arts, the crafts, industrial design, the mass or electronic media. Such categories influence the way we think about, interpret and value visual artefacts, but they also have consequences in the world outside the mind. They have material consequences in terms of the policies and practices of educational and arts institutions, galleries and museums. To cite just one example: in 1979 an application to the British Arts Council for a grant to repair trade union banners was rejected on the grounds that the banners were craft not art, even though many such banners feature painted images. In Britain trade union banners are collected and preserved by the Museum of Labour History in Manchester, not by the Tate Gallery, the Victoria and Albert Museum or the National Gallery in London.

All visual artefacts, no matter what their medium, can be ranked according to a good-to-bad scale of aesthetic value, but in terms of the hierarchical schema high/middle/low it has been customary to assign the fine arts to the top and the mass media to the bottom. It is surely no coincidence that this hierarchical schema echoes the division of European society into three classes: the aristocracy, the bourgeoisie or middle class, and the proletariat or working class. (A more complex model introduces the petty bourgeoisie and the lumpen proletariat or underclass.) Appreciation of the fine arts is primarily associated with the upper classes and appreciation of the mass media with the lower classes. Of course, a person’s opportunity to enjoy a variety of types and levels of culture increases dramatically with the possession of wealth and leisure; consequently some rich people appreciate both high and low culture. The intelligentsia – a social group privileged in terms of cultural capital if not monetary capital – also has the opportunity to enjoy a broad spectrum of culture.

The Fine Arts

In the ancient world and in the Middle Ages, what we call ‘the visual arts’ were regarded as useful crafts on a par with shoemaking and cooking. The situation began to change from the Renaissance onwards as artists succeeded in raising the low social status of the visual arts by emphasizing their intellectual, theoretical and learned character, and by playing down their manual aspects. By the eighteenth century, according to cultural historians, the modern system of the arts (a grouping of five arts: painting, sculpture, architecture, poetry and music) had become established. The use of the term ‘fine’ implied beauty, skill, superiority, elegance, perfection and an absence of practical or utilitarian purpose. The fine arts gained their specific character by contrast with mechanical, applied or useful arts and crafts. In some instances qualitative distinctions are made even within a single type of activity; for instance the distinction that has been drawn between architecture and mere building (a Gothic cathedral counts as architecture, whereas a bicycle shed counts as building).

Although historically the concept of fine art became associated with particular artforms – namely painting, sculpture and architecture – there is nothing intrinsic to the practices, materials and media of these arts which makes them ‘fine’. This point is confirmed by the fact that many contemporary fine artists employ the new technologies of lithography, photography, film, video, holography, photocopying and computers. It is not the materials and technologies themselves which produce the distinctions between fine art, craft and mass culture, but rather the way in which those materials and technologies are habitually used – the different formal conventions employed – and the social institutions within which artefacts are produced, distributed and consumed. Even the concept of art itself (the concept which enables us to distinguish works of art from non-art objects) can be regarded as a social institution. A satisfactory history of European art, therefore, ought to include a history of the concept ‘art’ as well as a history of artists, works and patrons.

As already indicated, the distinction between the fine and the applied arts is based partly on the contrast between useless and useful. However, the idea that the fine arts are useless, that is exclusively concerned with the provision of aesthetic pleasure, is a dubious one. Architecture clearly serves practical as well as aesthetic functions. In fact, this is also true of the other arts: painting, for instance, serves ideological-symbolic ends and decorative functions. Our contemporary conception of works of art as purely aesthetic owes much to the existence of public museums and art galleries. (Many major museums date from the nineteenth century.) Isolated on the walls of these institutions, works of art derived from churches, country houses and public buildings are detached from their original physical settings and from the religious/secular contexts which helped to determine their meaning.

Curators usually arrange their collections in chronological sequences and in national schools. This kind of arrangement pleases art historians but, unfortunately, it fosters the impression that art’s evolution is autonomous, growing primarily out of previous art rather than out of any external social demand. Once the museum existed, artists began to make works of art with that display context in mind. The result was that the size of works of art increased and many of them began to be about art or formal issues rather than about the world outside.

For centuries the visual arts were funded by, and served the interests of, the ruling classes of Europe and North America. When, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the upper middle class (that is, industrialists, businessmen, merchants, financial speculators) replaced royalty and the aristocracy as the dominant force in society, it inherited the culture promoted by the aristocracy. Even now, the fine arts are appreciated, supported and collected by a mainly middle-class public. Today, however, the fine arts exist in a culture dominated by the mass media. The fine arts continue, but in a sense they are a residue of a pre-industrial social formation. To some they appear marginal and anachronistic. Arguably, their fate resembles that of the horse in the age of motor cars, trains and aircraft.

Pre-industrial values are evident in an art such as painting where skilled handwork results in a small output of unique products which are, as a result, expensive. Paintings and sculptures are usually luxury goods which only the wealthiest individuals or companies can afford to buy or commission. If, as some argue, all distinctions between art and mass culture have been dismantled, how do we explain the fact that a reproduction of one of Van Gogh’s ‘Sunflowers’ can be purchased for a few pounds while the original painting costs tens of millions?

A specific set of practices, training schemes, organizations and institutions – what is commonly referred to as ‘the artworld’ – ensures the particular identity and continuity of the fine arts. The part played by academies and art colleges in supplying the artworld with fresh talent is clearly crucial. A few artists succeed without any art education but the vast majority of contemporary artists have benefited from a period at artschool. In these schools, individual production is the norm and it is highly valued. (This contrasts with the mass media where people tend to work in teams.) Modern artschools have fostered personal expression and experimentalism. The emphasis on creativity and self-fulfilment means that most art students are not encouraged to please patrons or to communicate with the public. Work is generated out of inner necessity – viewers and buyers come later. Only a small proportion of artschool graduates are taken up by dealers and are then able to make a full-time living as professional artists.

Many fine artists struggle to exist on various small sources of income. They therefore occupy a socially marginal position. This position does have a positive aspect: the artist has a greater degree of independence and intellectual freedom than, say, the graphic designer working in an advertising agency who has to serve the needs of clients. (Again the situation is somewhat different for architects.) This means that the more politically aware artists are free to make works of art that are critical of the society around them. Of course, this advantage is counterbalanced by a chronic lack of the resources which would enable artists to disseminate their critical images widely. But, as we shall see later, some artists have succeeded in forming links with existing organizations and community groups in order to disseminate their ideas.

A few professional artists manage to become very famous, successful and rich. The names Picasso, Dali, Warhol and Hockney immediately spring to mind. Once they have reached a position of eminence, such artists can wield a considerable degree of power and influence. They can make statements either through their work or via the media, or by contributing money and their names to particular campaigns and causes.

The Mass Media and Mass Culture

The expression ‘mass media’ denotes certain modern systems of communication and distribution which ‘mediate’ between relatively small, specialized groups of cultural producers and very large numbers of cultural consumers. A list of the mass media generally includes photography, the cinema, radio, television, video, advertising, newspapers, magazines, comics, paperbacks and recorded music in the form of discs and tapes. (It is obvious that some of these categories are not exact equivalents and also that some of them overlap – films are shown on TV and released on videotape; adverts make use of photography and appear in a variety of media.) Some historians regard the invention of printing as the beginning of the age of mass media, but a situation in which billions of individuals are exposed daily to a spectrum of powerful mass media is surely a uniquely twentieth-century experience.

A characteristic common to the mass media is the use of machines such as cameras, projectors, printing presses, computers and satellites to record, edit, replicate and disseminate images and information. What the mass media make possible are cultural products which are cheap, plentiful, widely available and capable of rapid distribution. Machines and their outputs enable communication to take place, but they also stand between the audience and the artists or performers; thus direct contact typical of much folk and popular culture is absent from mass culture. (Direct contact persists in the live arts such as theatre, ballet, rock and pop music performances.) On the positive side, technology and mechanical reproduction have brought about a tremendous democratization of culture. On the negative side, billions of people have become consumers of culture – much of it trivial and sadistic – produced by others.

Another characteristic common to several of the mass media is that they use more than one medium, that is, they are mixed- or multi-media. Feature films, for example, employ moving coloured pictures, natural noises and the sounds of human language and music; they also combine the skills of storytellers with those of costume and set designers, and with the skills of actors who may well have trained in the theatre. The combination of media appealing to different senses makes for a rich, perceptual experience. It also facilitates communication and understanding because the meaning of an image can be repeated or reinforced by the words or music that accompany it. There is thus a sharp contrast between the mixed-media aesthetic of the mass media and the media-purity aesthetic typical of modernist painting and sculpture.

Since the mass media are vehicles or channels capable of transmitting pre-existing information, they can transmit examples of culture from any level – high, medium or low, via television, a Beethoven symphony, a documentary film or a game show. However, the mass media are designed to reach the largest possible audiences – ‘success’ is often measured in quantitative rather than qualitative terms. Consequently their cultural content is predominantly low-to-medium in character. The idea ‘mass audience’ often has negative associations because it is assumed that an item which appeals to millions must represent the lowest common denominator of taste. However, reality is more complex: in 1990 a taste for opera singing was extended to millions who had never been to an opera house when an operatic aria was used by television as the theme music for the World Cup soccer games held in Italy.

No one should underestimate the power of the mass media to relay art images. For instance, in 1988, a rock concert was held in London to honour the seventieth birthday of Nelson Mandela; works of art by the side of the stage created by African, American and British artists were seen by an estimated audience of 500 million in 63 countries. Film and video pieces by artists produced for the same event ran into censorship problems because of their radical content. This illustrates another negative characteristic of the mass media: a tendency towards blandness and conformity.

[image: Image]

1. Rock concert and benefit to celebrate Nelson Mandela’s seventieth birthday, Wembley Stadium, London, 11 June 1988. The set was designed by Fisher Park of London. Photo Chris Rodley, supplied by Fisher Park Ltd and courtesy of the ICA.

At the time of the concert the black ANC leader was still a political prisoner of the South African regime. In the stadium were 72,000 people. The show included 300 performers and lasted ten hours. The show’s design was by Fisher Park (a rock set company established by the engineer Jonathan Park and the architect Mark Fisher in 1976).1 The works of art flanking the stage were: Malangatana Ngwenya: ‘The Eyes of the World’; Jenny Holzer: ‘When Someone Beats you with a Flashlight you Make Light Shine in All Directions’; John Muafangejo: ‘Hope and Optimism’; Sue Coe: ‘A Clean Sweep’; Keith Haring: ‘Untitled’; and Ralph Steadman: ‘The Struggle is my Life’.

A curious feature of the mass media is that the large audiences reached are not gathered together in one place in a single crowd but dispersed in many locations. A TV programme is watched by millions of families and individuals but their experience is not a collective one. In other words, the mass media atomize and demobilize their audiences. In spite of letter columns in newspapers, phone-in programmes on radio, studio audiences, market research and rating charts, feedback is very difficult for mass audiences. Their ability to influence or to have a democratic say in the form and content of the mass media is extremely limited. (Purchasing power is probably their greatest weapon.) The mass media function vertically, that is to say messages tend to be transmitted in one direction only, from top to bottom (and from urban centres to rural peripheries, from the developed countries to the developing ones). Power in the mass media is concentrated and centralized; the aim of the community arts and media movements of the 1970s was precisely to demystify and decentralize the means by which visual culture is produced.

Marshall McLuhan, the mass media pundit of the 1960s, once argued that the consequence of the invention of a new medium is to displace older ones in the direction of art. A new medium often causes older ones to decline or to change their character. Furthermore, the older media usually become the content of the newest. Television, for instance, contributed to a decline in cinema attendances, caused film companies to make different types of films, and fed off the past of the cinema by showing hundreds of old movies.

High culture (including the fine arts) is normally thought of as the antithesis of mass culture, as a form of culture appealing to an educated, privileged élite or minority, hence the alternative term ‘minority culture’. But, in fact, minority cultures – in the sense of small or specialist audiences – are catered for by the mass media: radio channels are differentiated according to levels of culture; so-called ‘quality’ newspapers reach much smaller audiences than tabloid newspapers; magazines about specialist subjects are designed to appeal to particular interest groups within society. In other words, niche marketing does take place within the mass media. (As media and channels proliferate, the mass audiences of the past are fragmenting.) However, even a ‘small’ mass media audience is normally many times larger than the total number of people who will visit an exhibition of contemporary art in a private gallery.

Since the advent of industrialization, social scientists have increasingly preferred the concept of ‘the masses’ to ‘the people’, hence ‘mass culture/media/society’. Some left-wing theorists have argued that mass culture is a myth, a mystification devised by bourgeois sociologists.2 In their view it is misleading for two reasons: first, it implies the masses themselves are the source of the culture (this was one reason why the Frankfurt School philosophers devised the term ‘culture industry’); and second, the mass media audience is never a monolithic, homogeneous mass – it is always stratified and variegated. Even marketing and advertising agencies recognize that the public can be sub-divided according to such factors as income, employment, psychology, tastes and lifestyle. In spite of these qualifications, the term ‘mass’ cannot be abandoned altogether because of the sheer size of the audiences the cultural industries continue to reach.

In most countries of the world, but especially in those which are advanced, industrial, consumer societies, the mass media dominate human consciousness. Only the most isolated or reclusive individuals can escape their influence. They are major forces in the development and reproduction of culture. Many intellectuals, especially those employed in education, are critical of the mass media for several reasons: the media, it is argued, reproduce dominant ideologies and are thus a conservative or counter-revolutionary force; they encourage passivity, apathy and a sense of powerlessness; power is concentrated in the hands of a few people who are motivated by self-interest, private profit and/or social control; the culture associated with the mass media tends to be of low quality, bland, escapist, stereotyped, standardized, conformist and trivial. In short, mass culture is seen as an ‘opium of the people’, a means by which the labouring classes are manipulated and diverted during their leisure hours in preparation for their daily toil in offices and factories, or as a compensation for the misery of unemployment. The education system is viewed as one of the principal sites of defence against the blandishments of the mass media because it is one of the few places where the media are critically examined.

These charges will not be considered at length here. There is much truth in them but at the same time they are too sweeping and simplistic. For example, not all mass media products are of low artistic quality; to some degree the injustices, problems and contradictions of the world are discussed by the media; some TV documentaries are even sharply critical of the present organization of society. Furthermore, whatever promises, lies and fantasies the mass media transmit, there is always the lived experience of reality to act as a corrective. This is especially true in poor countries which receive, via the media, images of affluence emanating from Europe and North America. In the view of the Chilean sociologist Armand Mattelart, the belief that the bourgeois media are omnipotent is a serious error:


The messages of mass culture can be neutralized by the dominated classes who can produce their own antidotes by creating the sometimes contradictory seeds of a new culture.3



As already noted, mass media products are the work of groups of specialists operating in teams in response to briefs, commissions or specifications laid down by employers or clients. Scope for individual creativity and imagination certainly exists within the mass media – indeed originality, fresh ideas, artistic skill and aesthetic pleasure are essential to their functioning – but the specialists’ freedom and independence is generally more limited than that enjoyed by fine artists.

The collective or collaborative method of production typical of the mass media means it is difficult to credit works to an individual. In the mass media realm, names are deceptive: the name of a superstar fashion designer may in fact be the name of a label or brand – which is itself the work of many hands – rather than the work of the person who originally created the brand. Of course, the public knows the names of film stars and top directors but it is not generally familiar with the names of the vast majority of mass media professionals. However, the latter cannot really be described as anonymous artisans, because their names are known within their various professions. For these and other reasons mass media specialists do not count as artists as far as the artworld is concerned. While a public gallery devoted to fine art, such as the Tate in London, will display the illustrated cover of a popular magazine when it is part of a collage made by a leading pop artist, it will not display that cover in its own right or recognize its maker as a fine artist. In short, despite the fact that artistic skill and aesthetic qualities are to be found in both realms, a conceptual and qualitative distinction between them is still maintained.

Some signs of cultural change have been evident in recent years. One that occurred in Britain during the 1980s was the increased visibility of, and praise lavished upon, design and designers, particularly graphic designers. (Some journalists called the period ‘the design decade’.) This tendency culminated, in 1989, with the opening of the Design Museum, London (funded by the Conran Foundation). As a result, consumer products and the work of named designers were exhibited in a manner characteristic of fine art shows. Even so, the Design Museum’s main focus was ‘high’ rather than ‘low’ design. As far as this text is concerned, a more significant cultural indicator was the exhibition ‘Keith Haring, Andy Warhol and Walt Disney’ organized by Bruce D. Kurtz at the Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona in 1991. Without any reservations Kurtz treated Disney, the mass entertainer, as an artist comparable and equal to Warhol and Haring, even though the exhibition made it clear that Disney was the leader of a team of skilled animators rather than an individual ‘auteur’. What also emerged from the show was that, beginning in the late 1930s, original artwork from the Disney studio had been marketed and sold via the Courvoisier Gallery of San Francisco. This was due to the pressure of popular demand from collectors and enthusiasts who wanted to possess original fragments of Disney’s animated movies and cartoons.

Kurtz’s attitude to Disney was paralleled in Britain by television arts programmes which profiled pop music stars like Madonna, Michael Jackson and Prince, plus mainstream film stars and directors. Such programmes indicated that one possible response to the art/mass media divide is to reclassify those who work for and in the mass media as serious artists, to argue that they are the ‘true’ artists of the twentieth century.4 (With the implication that most fine artists are insignificant relics from the past.) A plausible case for this point of view can be made, since creativity is exhibited by such individuals and groups. Once they have achieved popular success, mass culture stars are able to enjoy the same degree of freedom as fine artists, and because they have more money they can instigate lavish productions. In fact, they become patrons of other artists. (Madonna employs and commissions many specialists. She has founded her own creative company. She also collects works of art, is a friend of fine artists and plans a film about the Mexican painter Frida Kahlo.) However, as far as this text is concerned, such an approach sidesteps the problems facing fine artists; it precludes consideration of the possibility that they can fulfil a critical function in respect of the mass media.

Although a distinction has been drawn between the fine arts and the mass media, this does not mean, of course, that no interaction takes place between them. Boundaries are permeable. Borrowings, influences and cross-overs occur in both directions, but it is the mass media which command a larger slice of economic resources, reach more people and have a greater social impact. More people than ever before are aware of the fine arts, but many have gained their knowledge via postcards and other reproductions, or via TV arts programmes, rather than by direct contact. Even those who do have contact with original works of art may not escape the influence of the mass media. For example, the perceptions of artists in looking at nature, and the perceptions of viewers in looking at art, are both likely to be conditioned by ways of seeing made familiar by the mass media. Nevertheless, the popularization of the arts which the mass media facilitates has surely contributed to the considerable increase in the size of the museum- and gallery-going public during recent decades. And as we shall see shortly, some fine artists have taken advantage of mass communication systems in order to reach larger, non-specialist audiences.


2. ART USES MASS CULTURE

Three possible attitudes on the part of fine artists towards mass media/culture can be distinguished: negative, positive and mixed (an ambiguous response). Negative responses can be explicit or implicit. Some artists have made works of art that are explicitly antagonistic. For example, Michael Sandle’s 1988 sculpture ‘A Mighty Blow for Freedom/Fuck the Media’ see figure 2 (overleaf). There are grounds for criticizing the media but the weakness of this dynamic bronze is that it does not explain why Sandle resents them so much. His sculpture is a blanket condemnation, a simple statement of outright rejection.

An implicit, negative attitude towards mass culture (and indeed nature too) can be detected in the artistic tendency called minimal or fundamental painting (fashionable during the late 1960s and early 1970s). Fundamental painters, like the American Robert Ryman, emphasized the materials and processes of the painting; indeed their works had no other subject matter or content. Fulfilling the modernist painting theory associated with the critic Clement Greenberg, such artists aimed to isolate the characteristics they considered specific to the art of painting. In this way they sought to avoid any overlap with other pictorial media (still photography, film and television). Imagery, figuration, illusion, allegory, symbolism and the depiction of reality – once the stock-in-trade of painters – were renounced by the fundamentalists on the grounds that they were not unique to painting! This tendency can be regarded as a last-ditch attempt to secure the identity of painting in the face of overwhelming competition from the mass media. Painting reasserted itself – but only at the cost of impoverishment.

Let us now consider examples of artists who have manifested a positive attitude towards popular culture. Two nineteenth-century painters will be considered.

Courbet, Van Gogh and Popular Imagery

Gustave Courbet (1819–77) came from a relatively wealthy sector of the French peasantry. He was proud of his family, the folk and landscape of his native region (the Jura of eastern France). He was a republican and anti-cleric strongly influenced by the 1848 revolution and by the anarchist–socialist ideas of his day. A number of his paintings were deliberately political in intent, designed to offend the Catholic Church, to shock and arouse the consciences of the middle-class public who flocked to the annual Salon exhibitions in Paris. An example is ‘The Stonebreakers’, a picture which shows two peasants – an old man and a boy (symbolizing the cyclical character of such toil) – engaged in the lowest, most wretched form of labour.

A friend of Courbet’s, the anarchist philosopher Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, wrote an impassioned account of this painting in which he condemned the society which demanded such backbreaking and poorly paid work. He hailed ‘The Stonebreakers’ as the first successful socialist painting. Courbet developed an aggressive painting style and artistic ideology – realism. He favoured awkward compositions, foregrounded brush and palette-knife marks, and the materiality of his pigments. He refused to depict biblical and mythological subjects; instead he focused on contemporary life. Ordinary people, like peasants and firemen, he celebrated by painting on a scale worthy of history painting.
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2. Michael Sandle, ‘A Mighty Blow for Freedom/Fuck the Media’, 1988.
Bronze, 300 × 130 × 220 cm. Photo by M. Sandle, reproduced courtesy of the artist.

Sandle (b. 1936) is a British sculptor who has lived and worked in Germany since 1973. He is noted for his dramatic but ominous bronze sculptures and public monuments which use allegorical figures and symbolism in order to explore such serious themes as war, death, violence and capitalist decay. Sandle’s contempt for the modern electronic media – which he equates with manipulation, propaganda and mediocrity – is clear in this bronze: a surreal, over life-size female figure with ‘a tremendous torque in the torso’ smashes a TV set with great ferocity. (It seems the artist once destroyed his own TV set in a fit of anger prompted by poor picture reception and the triviality of the programmes.) In Sandle’s view, the art of sculpture should ‘not let itself be misused as an adjunct to the entertainment industry’.

Sandle’s gesture of protest does not alter the fact that the fine arts still have to function within a culture dominated by the mass media, nor does it alter the fact that artists are embroiled in the mass media whether they like it or not (artists are profiled in magazines and TV arts programmes; documentary films are made about them and they are interviewed in the press and on radio; their works are recorded in photographs; and their exhibitions are advertised). As those who kick in their TV screens soon discover, the loss of a few sets has virtually no impact on the institution of television.
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3. Gustave Courbet, ‘The Stonebreakers’, 1849.
Oil on canvas, 129 × 148.5 cm. Dresden Museum (the painting was destroyed during World War Two).

During the nineteenth century a number of intellectuals studied and glorified the people of France. They collected examples of folksongs, folklore and popular prints, and they praised the realistic depictions of peasants in the work of the Le Nain brothers and the scenes of everyday life in the work of the Dutch genre painters of the seventeenth century. That Courbet shared some of their enthusiasm for popular culture is confirmed by ‘The Meeting’ (1854), figure 4 (overleaf), a painting which shows Courbet in the guise of a travelling journeyman being greeted by two men on the road (one of whom was his wealthy patron Alfred Bruyas). Both the theme and the composition of this painting were derived from a detail of a popular print, a wood engraving produced by Pierre Le Loup of Le Mans, recounting the ancient story of the wandering Jew.

It is a matter of some complexity to evaluate Courbet’s use of popular culture. In the view of T. J. Clark, a Courbet scholar and noted social historian of art, the painter’s decision


to adopt the procedures and even values of popular art … was profoundly subversive. Instead of exploiting popular art to revive official culture and titillate its special, isolated audience, Courbet did the exact opposite. He exploited high art – its technique, its size and something of its sophistication – in order to revive popular art. His painting was addressed not to the connoisseur, but to a different hidden public; it stayed close to the pictorial forms and types of comedy which were basic to popular tradition; it transformed its source, but only in order to enforce their supremacy; not certainly to excuse their shortcomings. He made an art which claimed, by its scale and its proud title ‘History Painting’, a kind of hegemony over the culture of the dominant classes.1
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4. Gustave Courbet, ‘The Meeting’ or ‘Good Day Monsieur Courbet’, 1854.
Oil on canvas, 129 × 149 cm. Musée Fabre, Montpellier, France.

Hélène Toussaint, another Courbet scholar, has argued that his debt to popular imagery has been exaggerated. In her view:


When he professed, not without a measure of humbug, to be painting for the delectation of the common people, his object was not to reduce art to simple terms but rather to bring its highest manifestations within the reach of the masses.2



Perhaps one can resolve the issue of the ‘popular’ character of Courbet’s oeuvre by arguing that, like other members of the petty bourgeoisie, Courbet’s position was ambiguous – it was the fate of this class to oscillate between the two main classes of French society. On the one hand, Courbet sought to incorporate popular subjects and values into high art in order to remind the French establishment of the existence and needs of the people, while on the other he sought to transform the art of oil painting by means of realism in order to make it more accessible to more people. Certainly, one of Courbet’s ambitions was to reach a wide public by painting murals inside railway stations.
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5. Pierre Le Loup of Le Mans, detail from a popular print showing a scene in which the two members of the urban bourgeoisie encounter the Wandering Jew. Early nineteenth-century woodcut.

In 1873 Vincent Van Gogh (1853–90) sold engravings of paintings in Goupil’s, a shop in Covent Garden, London. There he learnt which artists were popular with the Victorians and he became aware of the role of reproduction in popularizing art. Later on, he came to admire and to collect the black and white wood engravings which enlivened the pages of such popular magazines as Illustrated London News and the Graphic.3 During the 1860s and 1870s there was a strong vein of social or critical realism in these illustrations – images of workers, the unemployed and homeless, workhouses, soup kitchens, opium dens, prisons, industrial accidents – many scenes prompted by the vile conditions experienced by so many during this phase of capitalism.
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