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h dissertar on nw 51 .ai . th; relac ionship between art and

oc 1eC' and discusses th Ini luenct of 'Jeoloitical factors in ft.ie
creation of the artwork at-mion is therefore devoted to the
problem of the autonomy or non-autonomy of art and to a discussion

of methodologies lert.inenr. to .his question.

Consideration is given >oth to the intimate interaction between art

and society in Prehistoric and western art executed before the

Rennaissance, and t the signi:icance of the existence of functional

aesthetic concepts in these societies. This is contrasted to the
role of art following the rise and influence of capitalism during
the Renaissance, with particular emphasis being placed on the growing

schism between the artist and society, culminating in Lne alienated

image of the Romantic artist

The . ntinuation of this trend in late 20th century art is discussed

with reference to the hermetic mystification and uninteliigibilivi

of the works of many contemporary avant-garde artists. Further

consideration is jivan to the elitist impii ations of modetn western

art, and to the avant-garde artist’s ms istance that his work is

autonomous. This is placed in the context of evidence suggesting that
while the irtist is independent of. and alienated from the general

public, he is nevertheless subject: to control by the capitalist

ideology presently dominant m 1he western world.

The need <+ idopl m ne nodoiogy rfhich recognizes the importance of

external influences on the artist and his work is therefore stressed,
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INTKUCL'CTION

One of the fundamental disagreements in the study of art centres
around tha problem of autonomy. White some artists, historians,
critics and philosophers see art as an independent entity, devoid of
any external influences, others argue that the products of society,
including art, can, t be meaningfully separated from various

deternur ng factors. On the one hand art is seen as the embodiment
of universal, eternal truths, on the other as < product of external
forces which are forever changing and in a constant state of flu...
This problem is further compounded by the fact that numerous

historians and philosophers, while arguing that art must be seen in
the context of historic illy determining factors, nevertheless also

believe that it deals with concepts which ultimately transcend the

particular historical moment.

Although Plato himself did not conceive of art as an 'intuitive
visi n , ultimate reality*''(Osborne, 1968, p. 87), it is with the
rise of Neo-Platonism in the Renaissance that this concept comes to
fruition. <ontinuing the trend, the 17th century Italian theorist,
Bellori, gave a lecture in 1664 in which he spoke of the true artist
is one who sees etermal truths which he then reveals to 'less

favoured mortals'. (Osborne, 1968, p. 87).

The idea that art transcends the particular is also encountered during

the 19th century in the writings of some philosophers. Especially

Ao ording to Plato, the senses cannot reflect the true nature
ot things. Works of visual art tre therefore but a conv of i
copy. (Osborne, 1968, p. 87). d



interesting in this respect is the German philosopher, Schopenhauer,
who conceived of the artist as a uniquely gifted individual whose
art exists without 'concern for causal connections, utility or use’.
(Osborne, 1968, p. 91). For him, the artist as creative genius

shares his vision of universal truth with the rest of humanity.

In contrast to Schopenhauer, the German art historian. Wolfflin, set
out to write an objective history of art, i.e. one devoid of personal
.alue judgements. This, he bt 'leved, could be achieved through a
concept oi style as the expression of a certain way of seeing,
thinking ind feeling'. (Encyclopedia Brittanica, Vol. 1, 1973,

p. -d-'. Hut instead of evolving an objective methodology, his
approat.n led tim to make extensive formal analyses of works without
a concomitant consideration of their content. V\i7tolfflin's essentially
formalist methodology ultimately led to extensive criticism of his
major text, The Principles of Art History, tirst published in 1915.

Nevertheless, he has had a profound influence on art historical

research and art criticism during the 20th entury.

In terms of formalist theories all possible external influences on
the work of art are ignored and it s therefore seen as autonomous,
i.e. is having an exiitenci independent of 'aur ordinary every dav
commerce with our environment'. (Osborne, 1968, p. 22). Osborne

further notes that the formalist outlook involves

an assumption that the exercise of our
perceptive powers ... needs no justif-
ication of an instrumental Kkind; it

is worthwhile for its own sake and for
the sake of the heightened awareness of
the world which it brings.

(Osborne, 1968, p. 22).



Although art historians and crit ics who tend to adopt this method-
ology cannot be said to form a coherent school of thought, a
formalist approach to art ha become extremely widespread during

the -Oth century -and is of major importance in 20th century western
aesthetics. (Osborne, 19t>8, pp. 22 - 2«). It underlies the ideas
of such eminent art historians and critics as Clive Bell, Herbert
Read and Clement Greenberg. Bell, for example, sees function as
irrelevant to the concept ci fine art, ard argues that 'beauty' is
>significant form'. (Albrecht. Albn :ht, Barnett ind Griff, eds.
1970, p. 18). According to him, the viewer (and presumably also the

artist)

need bring ... nothing from life, no
knowledge of its ideas and affairs, no
familiarity with its emotions

nothing but a sense of form and colour
and a knowledge of three dimensional
space. (Bell quoted by Albrecht.
Albrecht, Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970,
p. 18).

Encompassed within this concept of art as in autonomous or semi-

autonomou . entity, ir< the views of most sociologists, who see art
either as a tocial institution of secondary importance or as having
no importance at ail. According to them, it does not constitute a

'real' institution as do the 'basic’ institutions of economics and

politics.

Of central importance to the concept of autonomy is the idea of the

artist as an individual genius, which originally gained currency

2. ’Social institutions are commonly defined by sociologists
and other social scientists as the principle structures
through which human activities are organized and established
to serve basic human needs'. (Albrecht. Albrecht, Barnett
and Griff, ed;. 1970, p. 2).












bur. Marxists argue that culture itself can be defined partly
through ideology. In an interview of 1976, the contemporary
artist, Hans Haacke, elucidated thi®, principle when he stated that
'no system of values is exempt from ideology', and suggested that
even his own statement about the importance of ideological consid-
erations could not be divorced from an ideological framework. -,

(Hans Haacke interviewed by Sheffield. Sheffield, 1976, p. 119).

According to Marx, Kngels and Lenin the true artist ‘'approaches
reality to capture its essential features, to reflect it'. (Vasquez,
1973, p. 28). This certainly does net mean that the artist deala
with absolute truths and is therefore able to transcend ideological
considerations, but rather that he comes to terms with concrete
reality. The inevitability, and indeed necessity of dealing with
reality is str- ssed by the Marxist aesthetician Plekhanov, who goes
so ir as to suggest that the greater the writer, the more he will
subordinate his work to the laturv of the times, thereby also
reducing the possibility of personal residue. (Arvon, 1973, p.12).(
On the other hand, Lenin also maintained that although the artist
cannot bo separated from an ideological framework, his work exceeds

*ideological limitations to reveal the truth about reality'. (Lenin,

3. 'Culture in be ?0 defined is to include the particular
characteristics of everything people in recognizable groups say,
signal, do md mak*, as well as the values, perceptions,
symbols, codes and assumptions which are the blueprints or
templates for their behaviour'. (Schlommer. Hare, Wivndieck
and Von Broembsen eds. 1979, p. 45).

4. Both the dissertation and the practical work for the present
research are equally inseparable from a particular ideological
framework. This issue will be discussed with reference to the
andidate's practical work in the Conclusion.

5. Plekhanov's observations on literature can obviously he
extended to the visual arts.



~>m£1 aHsrTLimd_ Emper ico-Critic ism. 1909, quoted by Vasquez.

Vasquez, 1973, p. 16).

Wile the arcisc is therefore ultimately expected to transcend
falsifications of reality effected through ideology, the importance
of ideological considerations to the art work can be seen to
operate on many different levels. Particularly significant in this
respect is the fact that the viewer, in addition to the artist, is
conditioned by ideology. Furthermore, as John Berger suggests,
individual art works and art works viewed in relation to one
another confirm and re-affirm the ideological superstructure. This
is especially apparent in the modern advertising image which offers
a choice of products to the consumer yet reinforces a particular

ideological system.(Berger, 1979, p. 131).
*hen speaking of ideology, it is important to realize that orthodox
Marxists argue that all ideological systems, whether political,
religious, cultural or philosophical, are determined by the

prevailing economic conditions. This concept of an all-encompassing

economic determinism would obviously also include the products of
culture. Ibus art and its mode of production is inseparable from
the mode ot production and its resultant class differentiation in
society as i whole. At the same time, the economic base must also
been seen as forming part of a couplex dialectic which involves
all social phenomena. Within this dialectic, historical factors

not only affect one another, but *lso influence the assertive

economic baFP.

Marxist philosophy thus differs radically from that of religious



Utopians, like Btichez and Pecquer, who see God as the dominant

' 1 -ni- iictot in history, as well as the philosophical systems
ot secular !topians, like Saint-Simor and Fourier, who advocate

numan reason as the ultimate determining factor.

As regards the relationship of art to the economic base, Marxist

avs taetic ians suggest ;hat . generally serves the dominant ideology,
i.e. cue ideology of a cl iss that a 1l.ertain economic system has
made the predominant power’. (Arvon, 1973, p. 25). This idea is, in
fact, already prevelant in the writings of the first self-professed
anarcnist, P.erre-Joaeph Proudhon, who said of the art of his own
time (the mid-19th century) that it was an instrument 1serving
dubious pleasuresl and in the hands of rulers who used it as a
powerful means for oppressing the rules’.(Raphael, 1980, p. 38).
Simi! irly, Meredith Tax argues that since it is impossible to
divorce any prjduct of human labour from its conditions of production
ind re e tion, . fur* 1lways rves some.me’s interests. Culture’,

sh. nates, ’is not neutral’. (Tax. Baxandal 1, ed. 1972, p. n)

In Marxist terms, art i>thus seen as maintaining the status quo,

as serving the interests of a dominant ideology through which the
function and the content of the art work is usually determined and
controlled. This fact is also recognized by some ;r historians who
certainly cannot be described as Marxist. Kenneth Clark, for
instance, states that art is ideology often confirms and upholds a
system of belief and is consciously used in the maintenance of

!

that system.

6. Clark perceives this in the theocratic art of Egypt and sees
the Parthenon as the embodiment c¢f Greek philosophy.(Clark.
Albrecht, Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 636).
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Marxists also argue that the divisions and stratifications evident

in western capitalist socivtif., resulting from the mode of production,
must lead to aliemnation. In thvs. societies, they maintain, the
object of production (which would include the art work), has a
monetary or exchange value but little or no u,. value, i.e. it does
not satisfy a particular human need.(Vasquez, 1971, p. 89). This
leads to an uncertain relationship betwei-a th, worker, the product

and the consumer, uid therefore ultimately also to a society

alienated from itself.

The problem of alienation in the context of the fine arts is rather
more complex than this, and manif- sts itself in several different
ways. In the first instance, th, irtist working in a western
capitalist society is alienated from that society in that what he
produces is no more than another commodity on the open market. This
is reinf reed by the fact that he is not in control of his market,
for it is wusually in the hands of art d&<aV rs and art critics.
Secondly, consequent to the hermetic ism and unintelligibility, and
the apparent lack of social content of much contemporary western

art, the alienmation between artist and viewer is further increased.

A final problem encountered in the debate between those who insist
that art is an autonomous entity, and those who argue that it is
ultimately linked to society, are the theoreticians who trv to
bring these two views together. Vasquez, for instance, maintains
that although the artist is historically conditioned and influenced
by class ideologies, 'class ideologies come and go but true art
persists*. (Vasquez, 1973, p. 22 . In keeping with this belief, he

argues that Plekhanovls analysis of the relationship between art
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foundation in magic, ritual and cult (Benjamin, 11¥79, p. 225), which
implies an active influence of [man! on
the world around him without the mediation
of mechanically and causally understandable

actions (Encyc 1 pediaof World Art,
Vol. 9, 1972, p. 371)

and the r> affirmation of m.igi. 11 power through repetition, i.e.

ritual.

For Paleolithic man, art was a means of objectifying nature.(Fig.1).
It was through this objectification, and subsequent humanization,
that he found a means to relate to the 'alien and terrible power
which he could not integrate(Vasquez, 1973, p. 78).

Vasquez also states that in 'aesthetic sense' of nature only

emerged when man could see his essential powers confirmed in it,

by 'integrating it inti his world as humanized nature', (Vasquez,

1973, p. 78j) Natural phenomena, he argues, become 'aesthetic'

only when they acquire a social and human significance . (Vasquez,

'973, p. 79). Aesthetic value is therefore not a property or

quality inherent to the object : found in nature, 'but rather some-

thing they acquire in human society by virtie of the social existence
of man as a ereat -v being'. (Vasquez, 1973, p. 92). 1In his attempt
to overcome nature by objectifying it, i.e. by depicting it,

2. The concept of art as magic is undoubtedly at the root of all
ritual and religious irt, i.e. art operating within an
organised magical framework. As will he discussed more fully
in Chapter Two, magic and ritual also form the basis for much
20th century art, but with one important difference. Whereas
art as magic tut tinned as an extension of society in the
Paleolithic age, the artist as magician in modern western

societies paradoxically gives expression to the schism which
has taken place between him and his audience.

3. Read sees Paleolithic art not omnly as an expression of man's
duel with nature, but also regards each image as in aesthetic
expression in it , own right .(Baynes, 1975, p. 65).
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prehistoric mtn thus created objects which we now regard as having

aesthetic value.

It is unlikely that prehistoric man wa actually concerned with
aesthetics. It is, however, conceivable that the form of the objects
he created was directly and intimately connected to its content and
function. In other words, the tendency to natural ism in the depict-
ion of animals served to enhance the Paleolithic hunter's chances of
capturing game following ceremonies in which the painted or carved

images were rituilly hunted and killed.

As in prehistoric societies, the 'artist' (and his 'art') are
inseparable from their social function in non-literate, i.e. so-called
'primitive' or tribal societies. Whether ritual object, fetish or

an embellished utilitarian artifact, art generally has a specifically
utilitarian function in these societies, for it is invariably linked
to myth, religi m, ritual md - ial organization. Nevertheless,

it would seem that in these societies objects can only fulfil their
designated fun lion if they c inform to certain 'aesthetic' norms /'™

otherwise they would probably b« iiscarded.

The artist working in this context i 'not expected to importune
society with his own private affairs'. Indeed, his own personality

is »1 . as irrelevant to the creative process for he is judged

4. A similar situation is apparent in ancient Kgypt for a
beautiful monument was .tiled MENEKH, i.e. an efficient work.
(Duvignaud, 1972, p. 73).
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only by his ability to v o and reflect
ommon experience, the g it events and
ideas oi his people .... The artist’s task
s ... to solve for them the riddle cf
ssent ial relationships between man and
ature and man and society.
Fischer, 1978, p. 41).
4 iporarj aesthet icians there are some who advocate that
»iiC tendency for different and particular art styles to manifest
mh- mselve; in different societ' m« indie tive of the direct and
vital iink between the work ,d the society in which it was
reate . Duv-gnaud, for instance, be’ievca that the Pharoic,
theocratic society of Egypt finds expression in a hieratic style
oscillating between 1cruel maje uy' and 'divine serenity’'.
(Duvignaud, I1'-', p. 104). With the obvious exception f works
ex ited lurine the . sn o: Amenhotep IV, this i | >ecially
ipparent in ch- painted ,nd sculpted images of succe. Egyptian
J:1vrs, £o1 whi: they are haracterized by an emotionless rigidity,
their very lick of expression gives them a certain quality of
ereni ty . ‘Fig. 2). In nttast to this, he argues that patriarchal
iociet:es move away tram mythological beliefs to human themes. In
in attempt to social 1zt osmic forces, such s. cieties create
lheroic characters who embody possibilities for man of exercising
hi mthority over o<;ety and the natuial world 1. (Duvignaud,
972, p. 106). It could therefore he said that in ancient Egypt

the human king aspired to the divine (Fig. 2), whereas in patriarchal

indent Greece the divine |/ * made to seem more human .(Fig. 3).

book, ill. Sociology of Art, Duvignaud also posits that since

el ami concentrated in the city in ancient Greece, the



resultant: increase in ,ocial den;;i ed tio .concomitant increas*
in the importance of communivat on. Duvignaud, 1972, p. 114).

he rise oi toe city has further ignii a n expression
nan's ability to conquer or at least tand upi nature. Where

nan in prehistory saw nature as i.he ultimate powe* , mai in the Gree
city state recognized himself as a potent force, with the result
that he was now able to devote nuch more energ; t sejt-evaluati<v

and to an ever-increasing portrayal of self, man, rhe wr*

In the History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russet, takes cn.
argument )ne step fu-ther for he maintains that just as ancient
Greek art can bt seen as a reflection of the society tor which it
was produced, s< ireek philosophy up t Aristotle basically
expresses a mentality ippropriate to h ity state. Russel...

1961, p. 751).

The concept of creativity in art, i.,e the concept of production
end the idea of expression by a uniquely gifted individual, is
absent from Greek philosophy. Broadly speaking, philosophers such
as Plato< a28 - 3*8 B.C.E.) and Aristotle (b. 384 B.C.E.'
subordinate the theory of art to itheory of manufacture 'based on
the twin ideas of 'unction ind technique’'. Thus the 'competent
artisan must of necessity know the '"good" which is the end or
ibjeet oi his craft'. (Osborne, 1970, p. 34). In the Republic

Plato writes that

the virtue and beauty and rightness oi every
manufactured article, living creature, and action
is assessed only in relation to the purpose for
which it was made or naturally produced.
(Osborne, 1970, p. 34).
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'°1 1¢u-u 1k work art .uk! it alue > therefore determined by
L1£ ''dture oi i tunct KH., is purpose, and to what: extent that
purpose L. achieved. 1In hi dialogue, Hippias Major, he actually
ielints I'eaut . s 'am ot tonv good purposel. (Osborne .

1970, p. 27).

Aesthetics, then. (even though k< concept had not yet been form-
ulated), involve > th< noti n that form and function are inseparable
from one another, and that -he form an object takes in fact enhances
its functi >n. Greek artist i< theory thus has much in common with
modern Marxist aesthetics partly because of its essentially socio-
logies. approach to art but also because oi its consequent assess-
ment of artistic value in terms of the contribution made by art to

soclety. ()

This,and other ideas central o artistic production in ancient

Greece, is further eLu. ed in Plato's philosophy of 'art' which
is characterized by ; ur main themes. Firstly, Plato conceives of
art as 'TECHNE' >r the ability of 'knowing and making' (Hofstadter
and Kuhns, ed ;. 1976, p. '», i.e. of knowing the function or the
purpose ot the irt work and the most appropriate way of executing
it. The artist must therefore know the nature of measure which is
basic to all the arts. 'Measure for Plato embraces the principles

of the good and the beautiful, and in our terms the principle of

e Osborne sec s poetry and the other arts as tie most important
influence in 'moulding the life of the individual and the
structure of society in ancient Greece*. (Osborne, 1970, p. 31).
Greek epics, poetry, theatre, music and sculpture were all
intimately linked to the philosophy, religion and education
of ancient Greek society.
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unction beyond itself, md that 1 :s 'no: pursued for its own

-ike'. (Osborne, 1970, p. 39).

)Jespil 'he tuct -nat ithk Gx phiio ophu | .ccore ;nc

the fundamental issue o( function, they nevertheless disagree on
the value of the arts. Plato believed that some of the aris, e.g.
tragedy, arc- misleading I the seek- r of truth becaus. it feeds

the passions.(Hofstadter and Kuhns, eds. 19:6, p. 79). In other
words, it falsifies truth. Aristotle, on the other hand, regarded
all arc forms as valuable and beneficial instruments of education.
He further irgued that art i i form of atharsis, 'an innocuous
outlet for pent up emotions which are denied their full natural out-

let in the condition of social life'. (Osborne, 1970, p. 142).

Plato's and Aristotle* s concepts art, as well as their views on
the role of the artist in society, seem to have remained essentially
unchanged during th. Middle Age . There is, for instance, little
evidence to suggest that medieval art was valued for purely
aesthetic reasons and apparently no notion of fine irt opposed
0 craft) during th; s period. (Encyclopedia Brittanica, Vol. 1,
1973, p. 225). As Osborne observes: 1Works of at' were discussed
in relation to the uses which they onld be madi to serve' (Osborne,

1970, p. 112) md there was therefore no concept of art for art's

sake.(6>

This is also apparent in Byzantine art. As Michel is notes:
'Byzantine art, especially Byzantine painting, was not only

a religious but a didactic art’'. (Osborne quoting P.A. Michel is
Osborne, 1970, p. 13b).
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SECTION TWO : RENAISSANCE TO ROMANTICISM: ['HI RISE OF INDIVIDUALISM

Despite the fact that the names of many ancient Greek sculptor:
are known, artists were regarded as a class ; craftsmen and did
not hold a high place in the social scale during this period. It
was not until the Renaissance that a significant shift away from
the concept of the artist as artisan took place and his social

status increased.

It has been s iggested th”"t thi change in status can be attributed
partly to the new emphasis on perspective, mathematical theories,
proportion and historical and classical learning which had the
-ffeet of giving prominence to the philosophical (and theoretical)
content of the visual arts. Consequently, the artist came to be
seen - and also saw himself - as a kind of scholar or scientist.
(Osborne, 1970, pp. -3 - .4). This hange must, however, be seen
in a broader perspective. As Levi-Strauss suggests, while
Renaissance painting was lperhaps an instrument of knowledge

it was also in instrument of possession’. (Levi-Strauss quoted

by Berger. Berger, 1979, p. 86).

Hiat art became an instrument of possession can be related to a
Imajor change in the market relations' and the subsequent change
'primarily from religious to secular patronagel (Bensman and

Gerver. Albrecht, Barnett ind Grift , eds. 1970, p. 662), which

is generally ascribed to the rise of the merchant classes. The
attitude ol these new, wealthy classes - the leafaring traders and
the landed gentry - had the further effect of encouraging a greater

emphasis on individualization. Iichcr suggests that the very
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iucces; viu '

jie vi ipitalisv hinged on 'individual skill,
Jeterminavion, mobilit , levemes and luck' (Fisher, 1978, p. 43)
md Vhat objects as objects Lose their utility value and became
nothing more than exchange value. Whether metal, Linen or spice
the object itself was thus of secondary importance. Consequently,
its utilitarian value became abstracted and 'the most abstract

form of property’, i. . mom)\, ie ume the essence of things.

(Fischer, 1978, p. *3).

Inevitably, the emphasis m 'individual skill' ind 'cleverness' in
the accumulation of capital spread to the arts. The artist working
during the Renaissance still belonged to 1 guild which could impose
some constraints on his work, and the content (if not the ferm) of
his work was still di tated by his patron, he it the church, the
state or a private person. Nevertheless, it was above all the
artist's individuality that was now nourished and encouraged. Thus
he became an independent personality, a genius whose talent was
felt tc be Cod-given, in fact a demi-god with an 'inborn and
uniquely individual reative force*. (Hauser quoted by Wolff.

Wolff, 1981, p. 26).

The most important onsequence f private patronage was the gradual
elimination of the public and social role of art. The pr’vately-
owned easel painting (unlike the mor« usually publically displayed
frescoes of both the Middle Ages a:.d the Renaissance) obviously no
longer addressed a large mdfence. And when, for example, sculpture
was placed in a public space, it often acted more as a symbol of

the patron's power than as m expression of widely held beliefs
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at i jtud< (tib h tvil< md Michelangelo'
treatment of David under Medici patronage, foi David was apparently
i symbol ol Medu power and beni gn government n ylorence during
the 15th and 16th centuries.(Von Einem, 1959, p. 29). However,
the art ol the Renaissance was still largely integrated into the
life of Renaissance man 'for artist ,c creation continued to be

onsider- i i spiritual pr-.i. ti. viqu*z, !9/1i, p. i/5).

On the other hand, the :oncept of Renaissance man itself was very
limited. As Bertrand Russell points out, the Renaissance was by

no means i popular movement. Rather, 'it was a movement of a

small number o: scholars am: artists, encouraged by liberal patrons,

especially the Medi and th> humani<r pope,’'. (Russel 1, 1961,

p. -48).

In return for the -upport : this $e ulat and ierical aristocracy,
the irtist gave :ingible visual evidence of tht patron's power on
this earth. As Duvignaud points out, free city states often became
tyrannies with the result that art turned away from richness of
communication to put it self in the service [ power. (Duvignaud,

1972, p. 114).

Like ancient Greete, Renaissance Italy was organized into city

states. Beyond this superfit ial similarity, both Renaissance art

7. A similar propogandi st intent is apparent in much Baroque art,
especially religious works created under the influence of the
Counter-Re formation. But even when executed as consciously
popular propagandist images tor the Catholic Church, such works
still served to uphold the primacy of a particular patron,
fhis is often the case with Bernini's sculptures executed for
the Barbar ini f.imil”, e.g. the Baldicchino. (Hibbard, 1978, p.79).
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md phi i.osophy owed m enoimou.s debt t that oi th> ancient Greek
vorld. 'h< search or the deal ia Renai ssance art and aesthetics
was undoubted I\ inf uent e= b; md pei petuated) om of <he ideas
put forward b\ Greek philosopher like Plato and Aristotle. The
idea that art and poetry must 'imitate nature' and that they must
pursue t moral purpose if social amelioration' (Osborne, 1970,

p- +6), i.e. that they must ict ;or the betterment of man, as well
as the idea that the goal of the arts is Beauty - 'an objective
property ... consisting in order, harmony, proportion and propriety'
(Osborne, 1970, p. 1«6) - .an all be attributed to the importance

of Greek thought for the Renaissance.

In contrast to the Renaissance, which found sanction in the
thought and art of th< ancient world, Fischer suggests that the

Romantic movement of the late 18th and early 19th centuries was a

petty bourgeois revolt against the classic ism of
the nobility, against rules md standards, against
aristocratic form, and against a content from
which all " commonll issues were excluded.

(Fischer, 1975, p. 53).

It was during '.hi period that the philosophy ot irt for art's sake,
with its emphasis >n the autonomy of art and the necessity of
self-expression, first gained prominence. Th*s the Romantic artist
who expresses his own feelings a.id emotions instead of acting as a
mirror to external reality, becomes the first artist-genius of the
modern age. And it Romantic art is a mirror, 'it is amirror which
reflects its maker' (Osborme, 1970, p. 197) as creative,imaginative

seer. Indeed, the Romantic artist is no longer t person merely

BfSeE m mmmEnm
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inspired by God but God-like in his creative powers.

nis 1livw is anticipat.d in the writings Kant (.1724 - 1804) who
. gueii the case for the artist is genius and his art as a product
of that genius. (Diffey, 1979, p. 18). Genius, he maintained,

is the natural endowment or innate mental aptitude which 'gives
the rule to irr . Osborne, 11170, p. 195). It therefore becomes
the source of aesthetic ideas which must be incorporated into the
art work so that these ideas <m b« revealed to the viewer.

*Hot s..ad ter and Kuhns, eds. 1976, p. 2 9). Kant also maintained
that 'originality must be th< prime property' of the fine arts.

(Osborne, 1970, p. 195).

In keeping with this ,treson individuality, riginality and
genius, Kant believed that Beauty cannot be judged in terms of
purpose or 'unction. Steinkraus has therefore suggested that he
in be seen as the eading historical proponent ot Formalism'
(Steinkraus, !* « p. *>), which is understandable in view of the
growing emphasis on art tor art sake in the period immediately

following his death in 1804. (8)

Vhere Kant actually speaks ol tunction he equates it with Beauty,
for he argues that the true i"tlst must produce an object within
the parameters ot his >wn art (he it architecture, painting or
sculpture) 'which will at the same time be beautiful'. (Hofstadter

and Kuhns, eds. 1976, p. 279). m tact, the role of the artist

8. For definitions of 'formalism' and 'art tor art's sake'
see the Introduction.
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ultimately to fulfil chi generic aesthetic purpose ol

-atisfymg taste ' through his part iciiar ar form. (Hofstadter and

uhns, eds. 197r>, p. >79).

Another important factor in the changing role of the artist, and
his art during the 19th century was the division of the visual arts

into 'fine art' and applied art' categories, first realized during

the 18th century. (See Introduction, p. ). Before this time,
no .stinction was made between the 'high arts' - which Clark sees
as being concerned with the actual image - and che 'lesser art ' -
which he defines is ornament . The image, it says, was made

lbecause events or the object' were important, whereas ornamentation
served to enrich the significance of such events or objects.

Clark. Albrecht, iarnett and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 635). With

the gradual disintegration of the union between thr fine and useful
r functional arts during the 18th and early 19th centuries, the
schism between the viewer and the artist (who no longer saw himself
as m artisan working within society), thus became increasingly

apparent.

A further important issue is the tendency for many prominent 18th
and 19th century philosophers including Hegel (1770 - 1381) and
Schepenh,.aer (1788 - 1860) , to see art is a means through which
truth could be presented and revealed. Hegel, for instance,
equated truth with the 1c-M and itgued that art 'aims essentially
at beauty whirl i one way in which truth is expressed’.

(Hofstadter ind Kuhns eds. 1976, pp. 379 - 38). For Schopenhauer,

the trtisl becomes the 'pos cssor of the Ideal, which he then
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immuniv..:t: i ther ,md h )n rin- highest form ol

human consciousne: 'wh< 'net finally ilizes irs< .

<Hot si ridter md Kulm , 1 (> 4

'V many philosophy, n, inj th Romantic era, ait was

'f'n alsoin extension >! ligioui , mystica andspiritual truths.

hu Schlegec 6I7b¢ 184S) state .: that an was < ’visible appear-

ance Iod13 kingdomon ar Osborne, 970, o. 173), whil,

etzsche spoki oi art as i road o.ilvation. (Encyclopedia

rittani .1, '73, p. 30 . ie alsr saw it as in interpret-

o e and the r inactment: o < ife to that 1fromthe meaningless

ux of xperience - < mingful whole, ordered world would emergel.

(Hofstadt anKuhn , -ids. 19 6, > 496),

It is partly ttht d"aphysici; t and esoteric concepts of

*hese ah; jsonher* th . th artist is individual genius found

an,iion, md chi; h Roman :¢ rtist was therefore able to ignore

h societv in wh> h 1 worked. Consequently, his art lost its

%;inl dimension and beeam , in jead, protest against; bourgeois

«alJues and hance ilso an expression o alienation from society,

'ogpioii. 1)i whi, Barn* tl an r:f', e . 1970, p. -1.

his problem s discuss'd at iom« engthb hi lley in he, thesis,

sU: :sts1 Lilem Sty I._ m ISth (equut\ Franc*- and England: The Dandy,

lin  “hilu-mi an ami il,*- Ka]imi Arguing that the 19th century artist's

leelarat ion of independence from society was mon than t creation

>t th« writ me it ontemporarv philosophers, she points out th.-r

the di.Hsapoi.ntment f .lemon at itp, rations following the ]830
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dculci.es, and on the divii » yl1fI
which work and mon y are unable
bestow. (Baudel tire, 196&, p. 2 L

It aiso du: in., hi [ c t r

claimed the right to

reach, arses.: an; iegut a; .oa':
ot the fine arts, were found to be a
intolerable infringement on eh.- t

of the individual.
(Bell. Lipset and IlL.owenthcl,
1961, p. 39

This eventually led to a situa 101 when many irtists including
.everai > the Imy >ion. cefuseii tudy @ the o ademies,
exhibited theie /orks independent ., =nd -'I mem 'r* ugh lew!

established art dealers.

the 9th vntury emphas .di\ idit.. i ;m and the ntemp car
move away rom the academv- t virki ontrolled by ar eaior-,
t- us inevitably ed ) rnr iv mr-gard< «rtist *nd his pt act
ecoming alienated from 9th entvrv .octet . rhe work >f art was
ow mother commodity ! open marker , and since it ontent

T no longer monitored b , patron, 'he public row found itself
enfrented by n t vh (1 *me. "l ivant-garde

had becomi in art i. f



CHAPTER TWO

-OTH CENTURY WESTERI'i ART AND CAPITALISM

The American Abstract Expressionist artist, De Kooning, once said
that 'nothing is positive about art except that it is a word'.
(De Kooning quoted by W 1lheim. Wollhe*imt 1980, p. 9). Using
this statement as a basis tor extrapolation, Wollht im argues that
'nothing is positive about art except that it is a concept'.
(Wollheim, 1980, p. 9). In effect, both his and De Kooning's
statements suggest an extension of the definition and concept of
art to a point beyond enquiry and investigation. To understand
the development of this attitude - which has become increasingly
common in the present century - one must consider the context in

which western art has evolved, particularly in the present century.

It has been suggested that it is impossible to arrive at a definit-
ion of art in any historical period without referring to its
function, its purpose, and the relation which it has to i particular
society. This premise does not automatically discount the
contention of some theoreticians that art is an autonomous entity,
or imply that all theoreticians see the vital function of art as
communication. In fact, while many 19th and 20th century socio-
logists and psychologists generally argue that art plays a
significant role in society, they see that role solely in terms of
its apparent ability to release social tensions, i contention

which can be traced as far back as Aristotle. (See Chapter One,
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play, 1 Spencer argues that art was originally the development
of 'leisure-time' activities yielding enjoyment apart from use.

He goes on to say that these activities 'eventually ... assumed
the quality of beauty'. (Barnett. Albrecht, Barnett and Griff,

eds. 1970, p. 622).

Not all sociologists agree with Spencer's theories of surplus
energy and play. Sumner and Keller, for example, refer to art as
'self-gratification' rather than recreation, and argue that this
is one of three basic human needs, the other two being 'self-
maintenance' or survival and 'self-perpetuation' or procreation.
(Albrecht. Albrecht, Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 9).
Despite such minor differences of interpretation most sociologists
ultimately conclude that artistic production and work or labour
are at opposite ends of the scale of human activity. Although
undoubtedly of relevance to the present discussion, this belief
in an irreconcilable schism between art and labour is particularly
significant in a consideration of Marxist aesthetics, and will

therefore be dealt with more fully at a later stage.

Recent sociological interpretations of art, especially with regard
to the separation of art from work, raises the controversial

problem of the autonomy ind function of the art work. As Chiari
points out, many contemporary western aestheticians argue that art

'is not a means to an end : it is its own finality'. (Chiari,

I. This analogy between art and play is also drawn by other
sociologists and philosophers, among them Herzler,
Schleiermacher, Schiller and Vischer.
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1977, p. 24). (2)

ibis ictitude, which is usually founded on a belief in the indiv-
idua genius of in irtist who has no obligations to society, informs
the ideas of several prominent early 20th century art historians,
among them Clive Bell, who goes so tar as to sugg it that 'art is

above morals'. fBell quoted oy Eekraan. Eckman, 1970, p. 35b).

The ideas of Bell and his close contemporaries, Roger Fry and
Herbert Read, arc not unique. They find an almost immediate
precedent in the ittitudt of members of the English Aesthetic
Movement of the | tee '9th century. Oscar Wilde, whose links with
this movement is widely tcknowledged (Culley, 1975, p. 86),
possibly spoke for many of its members when he claimed that art is
completely divorced from morality and can only be judged in terms
of its ability to give pleasure. 1An ethical sympathy in the
artist', he once snd, 'is an unpardonable mannerism of style'.

(Wilde quoted by Steinkraus. Ste inkraus, 1974, p. 174).

Convercly, whle arguing that art is above morals, Bell neverthe-
less maintains that 'all art is moral because ... works of art

are immediate mean-, to good'. (Bell quoted by Eckman. Eckman, 1970,
p.- 356). In terms of his essentia'ly formalist approach this
statement is perhaps understandable. But its ultimate inaccuracy
is demonstrated in that a formalist methodology necessarily excludes

a consideration of content and function in the work of art, alleging

2. Both Wolfflin and Benedetto Croce similarly ste art as a
purely cognitive activity. (Duvignaud, 1972, p. 56).



only tor an appreciation of form, which therefore becomes an

aesthetic and intellectual end in itself. '1l

loo ematic th uyh Rel! s ideas may be, they are both reinforced
by .he observations of other aestheticians and philosophers, and
extended by those who believe that art has become so autonomous
that it no longer needs an audience. In this regard one can cite
the American philosopher, George Santayana, who argues that the
essence of art is 'pleasure objectified'. Works of art, he says,
are independent ot moral and ocher issues and only 'acquire
aesthetic value because of our pleasure in them'. (Steinkraus,
19'4, p. 43). Another theorist, Chia-'i, maintains that 1the
creative artist ... does not require an audience in order to
express his talent or genius'. (Chian 19/7, p. 8). The latter
contention find * some support in the writings of the irt historian,
William Tucker, who believes that 'the making and appreciation of
sculpture is a fundamentally private activity'. Any audience, he
maintains, merely 'gives breadth and air to the private vision' of
the sculptor. (Tucker. Brighton and Morris, eds. 1977, p. S7)v #
3. Although Bell states that formalists are not against content,
he does say that the representational element is actually
irrelevant in a consideration of the art work. (Lyas, 1973,
p. 378). Given this contention, it is difficult to imagine
how he would approach the art produced by inmates of Sa:zi.
Concentration camps during the Second World War as a document
of the atrocities perpetrated by the Third Reich. These

images have now been :ollected and publi bed by J. Blatter
and S. M tton in a book entitled Art of the Holocaust.

4. Although Tucker refers specifically to sculpture - his
special field of interest - his contention presumably
extends to the other visual arts.
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Evidently, therefore, 20th century art historians and theoreticians
who argue that art is an autonomous entity generally concentrate
on the art object as pure form, which furthers the notion of the
artist as separated from society so that his work remains untouched

by the day to day realities of life.

In 1937, Meyer Schapiro reacted against the methodology of ontem-
porary formalists by arguing that abstract art, far from being an
art of pure form was 1la rebellion against the material ism of modern
society’. (Schapiro, 1978, p. 204). Abstract artists, he
maintained, were concerned with spiritual as well as stylistic
matter-., a contention whi h is supported by more recent research
into the work of early 20th century painters like Kandinsky,
Malevich and Mondrian. Kuspit, for example, points out that these
artists consciously protested lagainst the superficial view of man
as being determined by social rules and political orders rather
than by ontological spontaneity, i.e. the spiritual in nature’.

(Kuspit, 1970, p. ,31).

Many of the critics and art historians against whom Schapiro was
reacting also equate art with spiritual or metaphysical concepts,
but for somewhat different reasons. Read, for instance, maintains
that art is ’related to the structure of the universe’ (Read

quoted by Lutchmansingh. Lutchmansingh, 197.,, p. 7) and argues

that the artist is i kind of prophet who leads man into the uncertain
future. If we refuse to foilow where he leads, us, ’we are without
courage, without freedom, without passion and joy’. (Read quoted

by Rothschild. Rothschild, 1973, p.v). A very similar attitude
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is expressed by Jaques Mari tain, who believes that the artist is
'one who sees more deeply than other men and who discloses ...

the real spiritualradiances which others cannot discernl.

(Maritain quoted by Stelnkraus. Steinkraus, 1974, p. 51). It is,
however, ironic that while an art historian like Read raises the
status of the artist to the level of prophet or seer, he concludes
that the apparent inability of ordinary people to comprehend modern
art is a result of 'a confined vision or a narrow range of
sensibilities' for which the artist cannot be held responsible.

(Read quoted by Rothschild. Rothschild, 1973, p.v.). A

Jdore recent f raw; ifts - Greenberg is especially significant in
this regard - have ontinued to argue that ibstract art has a
multi-faceted spiritual nature despite the fact that contemporary
non-representational paintings of artists like Morris Louis, Helen
Frankenthaler and Kenneth Noland ignore the original intentions of

non-objectivity. As Kuspit points out, their works are no longer a

protest against rigidification of the
concept and meaning of art, and against
academic codification of style, in a word,
against totalitarianism in art. {Rather,
they have become] another spiritless
convent ion full of technical bravado,...
ultimately one more formality with rigid,
academically approved laws of its own.
(Kuspi t, 1970, pp. 4)5 - 4Jb).

5. It should, however, be noted that Read constantly contradicts
himself. He has, at times, suggested that originality
must not take precedence over intelligibility in the
artist's work, (See Introduction, p. II).



I“ 1 loot» 1 Savage Mind. Levi-Strauss extends Kuspit's argu-
ment and also provides a plausible explanation for the development
ei non-.ibmetive art to its present academic form. Abstract art,
he maintains, is characterized by two important features. Firstly,
it rejoi’ts the idea that art is made for a purpose, and secondly,
execution becomes the ’pretext or occasion of the picture’. Hence
the sty le of a work is also its subject matter. This results in
a paradoxical situation, tor as L/vi-Strauss points out, non-
objective paintings ultimately become 'realistic imitations of non-
existant models'. He therefore concludes that abstraction is

a school of academic painting in which the

artist strives to represent the manner in

which he would execute his pictures if he

were to paint one. (Levi-Strauss, 1974,
pp- 29 - 30).

In the final analysis, the freedom that apoligists talk of in
abstract art i , as John Berger suggests, no more than a 'freedom
)f the desert island*. (Berger quoted by Barnett. Barnett,
niver”ity of <ape 1 wn, 1979, p. 6b). According to Berger, the
artist who forsakes his society, and humanity as his subject
matter, is al o for iken by humanity and his society. Finding
himself without in audience, th.' artist's freedom thus becomes a
freedom of constraint, and his work ceases to have any value other
than an exchange or monetary value. In other words, art loses
its social function and its meaning is therefore 'no longer in
what it uniquely says but what it uniquely is',<M (Berger, 1979,
p. 21).
6. All products made by man have a purpose or function and are
social objects by virtue of thi function. Ross, however,
sees a distinction between utilitarian objects and works of

art, arguing that the latter are sovereign but not separate
from society. (Ross, 1981, p. 145).
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sin<i art is a deliberate and purposeful creation by man, it
, »y xtension, also i social phenomenon. (See Chapter One,
And !or it to work is a social phenomenon 1lit must
; thetime:, md condition, that give rise to it'. (Papanek,
» Pe - e lhis contention, which obviously negates the
standpoint of formalist writers, is widely held. Morawski, for
example, st at. that because the art work is a socio-cultural
phenomenon, 'the sociologi- al aspect is inextricable from the
substance of it:- overall structure'. (Morawski. Baxandall, ed.
1°'-, Pe 365). Similarly, Vasquez argues th.r art is necessarily
social, firstly because it is the 'uniqu, tion of a socially
ndit ioned individual ', and secondly uv.se 'it satisfies both
the creator's and the consumer's need for expression'. (Vasquez,

1973, p. 234).

’he latter statement raise the problem of expression in art.

The trt historian, Benedetto Croce (13hb - 1952) , regarded
aesthetics as the scienc- oi intuition, and argued that to

'intui' is to express; and nothing else than to express'. (Croce
quoted by St.-inkr us. Steinkraus, 1974, p. 52). Rothschild
similarly mainlI tin . that 'selection and decision must be intuitive'
in irtist --xpre . ion. 'Rothschild, 147), p. . Like Crveco,

and indeed many 20th century formalists, he also believes that

intuitit ion and expression are vital to artistic creation.

7. Although Papanek speaks specifically about industrial
design, the same criteria are relevant for the
visual arts.
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It must., lowev r, . i t >]e i whethet it

discussed from a formalis r e« fui ct onali ' viewpoint, and regard-
*'Sr of whtith : : t ttt ibutf or as
condition* d b ;o tn iac 1, tuition is nl -
relevant in the treation ie work f t does not falsify
reality and is intelligible to t iewt t. :ioudhon points
eut, trf -he natural an< *  tic eexore u <« 't-edotnl.

(Proudhon quoted bv Raphael. Raphael, 1980, p. 10). But this
freedom, he argues, is only 'alid within specific boundaries
which are determined b; the artist’s willingness to subordinate
his 1 tuition t< what la alls the concepts ol justice and truth.

1Raphael, 1980, r

It it i- tc cave validity b, t: f r the artist and for society,
artistic expression must therefon remain a ’highly conscious,
rational process ... n1" at ill a state of intoxicated inspiration’
(Fischer, ¢ '78, p. -). Or, as Berenson maintains, it cannot be
’reckless, freakish, ; mtastic’ because its role is to ’console

and ennoble and transport us from the work-a-day world to realms

of ted happiness’. (Berens n, 1950, p. 32). 8)

Many aesthetic Ians, including Marxist aesthetic: ms, argue further
that if art is eon as i ,oeial phenomenon, its role must be
defined in terms if communication, morality, and the physical and
spiritual growth ol mankind. In reaction to the repudiation of

the social role ol art by those who evolved the concept of art

8. Obvic sly Berenson dues not . however, argue for a social
role in art .
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1i: ! ivat ', eudhoti  Ugg*. ;led
ai m -HO ia* s °f 1 vec work is secondary i Lts role as
- A4 A [m.f] . -eel 'ngf- f
elv- ! . ' in th « Raphael. Raphael,
“v ;' ay -hai it which 'does not
T :urpose #d improving socle: ... exists for its
:it'i ' (Vroudho « >V R .pi , 1980, p. 17),
: -r:iier »ugg« si ¢ ,it 'hietvgl.phi , n f.. igures, or use-

¢ > ‘Ciagt mof spit ..tualit' > an hardly -.-rv- as a means for

R'.vha- . . !
mon’ b . cae idre. °'s .. responsib ility to society
iterated Papanek w fee that any design must be on
| > ¢ ! m>i’e - ipanek, 1978, p. 33). The ultimate
i ‘u de y: , he maintains, t 'transtol man's
-inietv ... md - exten s . man himse :'. (Papanek, 1978,

. 1e e+ 11hotly i I lifferently, Vasquez's contention that

' e o -.nt:ial lim f art i 'widen and enrich the human
rr ' *ry’ - »sque.-, - , . mdoubt.'dlv ®' es expressiot
'ee 1Hm ; «n'.

kli. thev thi tini . mu at m ichieved through form or through

relevant anthropomorphic content is one of die central issues

> roudhon's interpretation of the role of art is echoed
in the ideas ol later writers who also had affiliations
>ith the anarchist movement . Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), for
instance, spoke of art is a means to promote 'human
brotherhoodl and 'transmit religion perception’.
steinkraus, 1974, p. S3).



m>'cii separates the proponent;- o! formalism 1 m chowh# avgut

-ig.tinsi a formalist methodology. their r ;<eeti.oi re levan(
lai content, the forms rgitu -m 1.1 v a * jai 1
perception and even act is :catalyst or oriai hange. uues! ,ox
able though this contention may be, it find apporr th<
writings of Roger Fry, and abovell, t i, ,ai Re.

While Fry believes that content it e 1 Y,

pictorial appreciation (Todd, 1981, . >?>, Read' in ;ist<
on the concept o! individual genius 1.ads him to suggo t - n? -
means of communication, i.e. the form <+ th- artwork, 1

primary. Indeed, he condemns ir- whi h .as, as he puts =+, e x

feels that it i;- regrettab e that 'men will forget that in art

it is only the mode thatmatter:'. Read 1937,p. 2C- . As
with m st of R id' A e it.-ment is, however,
problematic. For whi'.; he ar ;u*s t . the rise ; capitalism has

led to a degradat -n of irt Read,.e /, . ..hn,, K( ;never
points out that iei, pre. isely uiv. : thein: luenc of cap;': lirr
that form has taken rtm.dene- over or.tent in th. art work.

As Fischer argue in The Ne » ssity f Af , t ¢ champi is z

capital'sm tend to overlookcontent and t emph.isir. :rm '
though it were Cheosiential chi indee the onlv d4n, w |
of attention'. This, he argue , ha

itrecced a Iarg* s. Lion of the intelligent. ,
in the capitalist world and has brought into
being th.. phencmer; n d '"formalism" in the
sphere of the arts ... a phenomenon typical
f a social form no longer in keeping with
its time .... i'Fis. her, 19b], p. 130).



4 1m0 signiiicanc in this context are the ideas of the neo-
Mnrxist aesthetici,in, Herbert Marcuse, who rejects the views of
orthodox Marxist theoreticians by adopting an essentially formal!
methodology. In keeping with other Marxists he still argues that
art has political potential, but unlike them, he believes that
this potential lies in the form, not the content of the art work.
He qualifies his observation by saying that the work of art is

authentic and true

ot by vivt le ot its content (i.e. the
"correct" representation of social conditions)
nor byics "pure" form, but by the content
having became form. (Marcuse, 1979, p. 8).

But since he also believes that ail revolutionary art forms are
ultimately absorbed by th« dominant ideology, Marcuse finally
suggests that an entirely new language of communication must be

found. (Marcuse. Baxandill, ed. 1972, p. 57).

Marcuse, as wel: as orthodox fort 'lists, thus refuse to accept
the tact that the content of a work cannot be separated from its
torm and its function. Pr udhon, jn the other hand, argues that
form and content are inextricably linked and can therefore never
be looked at in isolation. For hir 'the objective content also
has form, and the subjective forms have content’'. (Raphael,
1980, p. 42). He goes on to suggest that formand content are in
constant interaction and that 'they arc gradually perfected*

(Raphael, 1'Hu, p. | through this di ilectical process.

The views if the Russian revolutionary poet, Mayakovsky, are not



unlike those ot i’roudhon. Arguing that poetry must be seen as a
manufacturing or technical process rather than as an end in

its, It7, Mayakovsky maintains that this process makes 'the poetic
work fit tor use'. (Mayakovsky quoted by Wolff. Wolff, 1981,

p. 13). (10)

The observations of these writers are certainly no isolateo
expressions of a functionalist aesthetic. Many art historians,
artists, and especially irchitects have argued (as Kenneth Clark
does) that 'form is [ nly] alive when it is functional'. (Clark.
Albrecht, Barmnett and Irifr, eds. 1970, p. 648). Indeed, the
phrase 'form follows function' (Osborne quoting Sullivan.

Osborne, 1970, p. 51) was originally coined in 1901 by the American
architect, Louis Sullivan, and popularized by his pupil, Frank
Lloyd Wright, who insisted that form and function should be seen

as one. (Osborne, 1970, p. 51).

These, and other so-called functionalists of the early 20th
century 'saw no fundamental distinction between the fine and

useful arts'and believed

that if a thing is made to function well,
it its construction is well wuited to the
job it has to do, then that thing will be
beautiful. (Osborne, 1970, p. 46).

Undoubtedly, the functionalist architects often maintained that
10. Mayakovsky is, of course, referring specifically to

poetry but his observations are equally valid for
other art forms.
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the visual arts, especially painting, should be subordinated to,
and enhance architecture. In other words, they did not simply
argue for a communication of relevant social issues in painting
and sculpture but spoke, instead, of the to.al work of art
(U.».samtkunstwerk) in which the visual arts were to form part of

a complete strategy for social change and development. (Fig. 5).

According to Morawski, all forms of art, whethe- objective or
non-objective, fine or applied, autonomous or non-autonomous are
embraced by a common function, that of communication or what he
calls 'the informative one'. (Morawski, 1974, p. 309). This
contention finds support in the views of prominent figures from
a wide variety of disciplines including art, sociology and social
anthropology. Levi-Strauss, for instance, maintains that 'the
process of artistic creation ... consists in trying to commun-
icate’ (Levi-Strau--s, 197-., p. 27), while Duvignaud argues that
art is 'deliberate communication' (Duvignaud, 1972, p. 14+), and
Diego Rivera goes so far as to suggest that art has an advantage
as a means of communication because it speaks 'a language that can

easily be understood'. (Rivera. Shapiro, ed. 1973, p. 57).

Morawski takes this argument one step further by suggesting that
the art work becomes a collaboration between the artist and his
audience. 'Every art work', he states, 'not so much is as happens'.
(Morawski. Baxandall, ed. 1972, p. 367). In other words,
communication is effected through a meaningful dialectic between

the artist and his audience. The latter contention is particularly
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significant insofar as it stands in dir ;ct opposition to the views
of formalists like Wil liam Tu :ker who insist that art is a

fundamentally private activity. (See Chapter Two, p. 35).

Rut while many theorists agree that the fundamental role of art
lies in communication (i.e. with the obvious exception of certain
formalists), McLuhan points out that 'any attempt at communic-
ation ... frou. one mind to another entails simplifications and
distortions'. (Miller, 1971, p. 8). Thus all forms of communic-
ition or language, including visual language, ope-ate on the

level of symbol and can never be a true translation of ideas.”™ *

In art, further distortions and simplifications are effected
through ideology. Indeed, in many instances, the work of art
reflects a complex of interacting ideologies. This has led

Hadj inicOlou to describe aesthetic, effect as the 'mirroring
between an artist's visua l ideology and the ideology of the
viewer'. (Fuller, 1980, p. 20). Fernandez also points out that
aesthetic preferences are either a response to social structure
or, conversely, social structure 'is to some extent the expression
of aesthetic preference*. (Fernandez. d'Azevcdo, ed. 1975,

p. 357).

Fernandez's observation is allied to the Marxist concept of a

11. A recognition of the importance of this problem is
certainly not new for, as has ilr.ady been pointed out,
Plato never conceived of art as bt ing an accurate
reflection of ultimate truth or reality.



Jdia lei: tic interaction or movement which will be discussed more
iully at a later stage. But regardless of any methodological
r'Florences, it is essential to realize that the form as well as
the content and function of art cannot be divorced from ideo-

logical influence.

A further issue of considerable importance is the fact that the
dominant ideology within a society usually has the greatest
control over art. Thus when <arl Popper argues that 'observation
is always selective* (Popper quoted by Miller. Miller, 1971,

p- 18), it would certainly not be inaccurate to qualify h.s state-
ment by pointing out that a process of selection is never
arbitrary or objective. On the contrary, it orten reflects the
interests, and works to the advantage of the dominant ideology or
ro.ing class. As Kenneth Clark points out, all images illustrate
or contirm a system of belief held by an 'elite' and ire very
often consciously employed 'in maintaining that system'. ''Clark.

Albrecht, Barn- tt -nd Griff, eds. 1970, p. 636).

With specific reference to 10th century western society, Papanek
argues that the tendency to be selective leads the bourgeois
consumer to place an emphasis on form rather than content. His
interest is therefore primarily in the actual appearance of things.
(Papanek, 1978, p. 134). Fischer also points out that when an
interest in form is prima-y it can be seen as 'a typical reaction

of every ruling class when its position is threatened'. (Fischer,



In kfopinj; wit.'" this contention, Diego Rivera argues that those
who he.ieve that propaganda ruins art > and who therefore advocate
an art of puri form are victims oi *bourgeois prejudicel.
Bourgeois society, he maintains, does not want any ideals in art
lbecause its own ideals cannot any longer serve as artistic
inspiration’. (Rivera. Shapiro, ed. 1973, p. 64). The South
African artist, Gavin Younge, similarly argues that artists who
insist that art is neutral are blind to the fact that their
works carry, 1:n concealed form, a bourgeois political attitude’.
(Younge. University of Cape Town, 1979, p. 43). While both
artists are evidently sensitive to the fact that art can never be
neutral, neither actual.y goes so far as to point out that all
art is a form of propaganda. This is valid both for art forms
which systematically and consciously advance a parti zular point
of view and for those which mirror ideas not consciously

f Simulated.

Under capitalism, which is dominated by a streps on individual

control of capital for the accumulation of profits (i.e. more

(1

capital), art simply becomes another commodity on the open market.

Thus, instead of working to order from a client, the

artist works ’for an unknown buyer* (Fischer, 1978, p. 49), a

Williams states that the essence of capitalism lies in

the fact that the basic means of production is privately
rather than collectively owned. Decisions about production
are therefore in the hands of a group occupying a minority
position in society who are not responsible to the majority
for their action, (Williams, 1980, p. 186). For a
discussion of the origins of this development and its
influence on art s»e Chapter One.

2)



situation which inevitably leads to alienation between nim and

his audience,

Fuithermo re, whereas the importance of art previously lay in

what it communicated, under capitalism its significance lies in
too fact that it is a unique object 'with a price on its headl.
(Cork, 1V7d, p. 14). As i direct consequence of this, the

work of art loses its use value and its exchange value thus becomes
dominant. In otner words, art becomes an 'expression of abstract
labourl which makes its exchange in the market place possible.
(Vasquez, 19/3, p. 90). And like all other commodities, it

is therefore also subject to the fluctuations of supply and

demand.

Given this situation, one could argue,as Marx does, that
'capitalist production “s hostile to certain branches of product-
ion ... In particular, art and poetry*. (Marx quoted by Vasquez.
asquez, 1973, p. 102). Mor over, Marx contrasts the capitalist
accentuation on 'quantity and exchange value' with the emphasis

on 'quality and use value* in classical intiquity. (Egbert, 1967,

p. 20).

IThe capitalist stress on art as a form of investment, as a
commercial rather than a social commodity, also means that art
often becomes elitist, i.e. it is created for the wealthy few
rather than fot the majority o/ society. Certainly, artists have
13. As was suggested in Chapter One, this trend is already

evident in the Renaissance. It has, however, become

much more marked with the increasing growth of capitalism
in subsequent centuries.
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not always accepted this state of affairs willingly. For as
Fischer points out, the concept of art for art’s sake actually

arose

from the ar ist's determination not to
produce commodities in a world where
everything is a saleable commodity,
(Fischer, 1978, p. 70).

It is therefore all the more ironic ’hat this particular movement
was little more than a symptom, indeed a confirmation, of the

capitalist principle of production for its own sake.

The influence of capitalism can be held partly responsible for
further ironic developments in later 20th century art. For
although the rise of capitalism initially led to what Fischer
refers to is an enormous range of expressive, original works,
capitalism has sinc. bee me stagnant. As a result of this, the
only function left to art is that of embellishing the private
life of the capitalist, while at the same time serving as a good

investment. (Fischer, 1978, p. S51).

hiven its primary function is private property in modern western
societies, the role of art - particularly within public museums
as they have evolved over the last century - has become increas-
ingly confused, and whether the v rk of art is a social object or
a commercial commodity is 'herefort* no longer clear. Raphael
refers to this development as a 'confused connection between
idealism and business' (Raphael, 1980, p. 85), while Vasquez

points out that the 'principle of private property' cannot be



reconciled with the 'social function of art' since the latter
(in a contiast to the former) exists as an 1inter-connection

between the artist and his public'. (Vasquez, 197'3, p. 238).

In the final analysis, the freedom whi h art is supposed to have
within a capitalist system is nothing but a well constructed myth.
With art being subject to the exigencies of the market and the
artist ultimately controlled by the 1tastes, preferences, ideas
and aesthetic notions of those who influence the marker. ... the
creative ootent ial and individuality of the artit' (Vasquez,

19 3, p. 84) is stifled. Yet in spite of this, the art market
itself is largely based on the fact that individuality and orig-

inality have a high commercial value und”?r capitalism.

The parade cal nature of this situation, the control of art by
capital, and the consequent uncertainty of the artist's role
within society are ill symptomatic of an alienated relationship
between him and his audience. As Tax points aut, the artist sends
his product into m unknown market where, to the consumer who has
no knowledge or understanding of its creation, it appears as if
by magic. (Tax. Baxandall, ed. 1972, p. 23). The division and
sometimes even hostility between the artist and the general public
is further expressed in the separation of artistic labour from
ordinary labour which 'leads to the concentration of creative
talent in a few individuals' (Vasquez, 1973, p. 234) who are seen
as outsiders precisely because their work is exclusive and

essentially unique.



le concept ol a ienation was first formulated by the French
osophot , loan Jacques Rosseau, and later developed by Hegel
¢ tis 1-S84 Manuscript ; irx argues that 1the
economic foundation oi the capitalist so.'i .1 order is the main

®#o"o0° iena; ion . Hv goes on to list what he considers to be

tiu three basi stages in this process:

the alienation of the product, the
alienation oi the production process
tnd the alienation of the human species
ssence (Morawski. ed. 1974, p. 327),

il. t which hav- already been mentioned briefly as relevant to
i discussion of the visual arts. Considered together, they
enable one to formulate a relatively coherent picture of the
problems experienced by ir ists working under capitalism. In the
first instance, the artist is alienated from his product because
¥ dot not know why or for whom he is producing it. This
situation s exascerbated by the fact that he no longer has an
intimate relationship with his materials: paint comes in ready-
-use tubes, teel is forged and moulded by mechanical presses,
‘W, . '’nall>, the consumer is also alienated both from the
ut object ind it producer partly because the content of the art
work is unintelligible to the uninitiated (usually a direct
nsequence c¢* the arti .t ignoring the social role of art), and

partly because work of art ace now quite often about process,

le, Marx defines alienation is the feeling of futility and
isolation which the individual experiences when he
realizes that he is completely estranged from society,
which has lost awareness of the* human condition and of

its own historical mission. (Poggioli. Albrecht Barnett
|:riff, ed . 1970, pp. 671 - 672). '
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to Papanek, through a prtoccupation with space, ’the transcedence
ot space, the multiplication of space, the division and negation
of space’. (Papanek, 1J,8, p. 43). He goes on to say that this
concern with space must actually be seen as denying man and
society for 'it is ... devoid of man as though mankind did not

exist'. (Papanek, 1978, p. 43).

This may seem contradictory, particularly since capitalism i
often linked with democratic systems of government. It must,
howevft, be remembered that while both capitalism and democracy
are apparently concerned with furthering individual freedom and
growth (Rothschild, 1973, p. 10), individualism tends to affirm
exclusivity, for it leads to the creation of elite groups rather

than communal integration.

In its contempt for mass produced articles and mass consumption -
which are, after all, potential means for breaking down social
and class distinctions - the capitalist elite tends to use
contemporary art to further its own exclusivity. As Glaser points
out, the nouve i'i ri' he have taken over the role of the clerical
classes -J the uristocr y in supporting artists, partly because
they wish to effect a 'connection with the societal well springs
of so much art of the past'. (Glaser in Preface to Baynes.

Baynes, 1975, p. a).

The power of this new elite cannot be underestimated, for not
only does it control capitalist production (and therefore what

society consumes), but it undoubtedly also controls artistic
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production, a point which ha:, aln idy been discussed with refer-
ence to the false sense of freedom which the contemporary non-
objective artist oft, n has. For instead of being an expression of
freedom, abstraction re—inforces the exclusivity of the position
of the wealthy buyer through it tendency to adopt an hermetic,
and indeed, often unintelligible content. Through its emphasis
on individuality and esotericism, avant-garde art thus inevitably

serves the interests of the ruling classes or dominant ideology.

While the connection between the artist and the exclusive buyer
is by no means new - art has always been 'made for a minority by
a minority' (Clark. Albrecht, Barnett and Criff, eds. 1970,

p. 650) - Clark nevertheless argues that during the past 100 years
the values in art have been crea'ed by so small a minority and
have become so divorced from the sources of life that one can no
longer refer to an artistic elite. Rather, one must speak of a
'priesthood’' preserving its mysteries from 'the profanation of an
all-conquering materialism’. (Clarx Albrecht, Barnett and

Criff, eds. 1970, p. 650).

Paradoxically, the capitalist who buys art tries to break from
his materialistl distance through his support of art forms which
are ostensibly concerned with spiritual issues. This situation
becomes even more ludicrous when one considers that he himself is
actually responsible for the fact that art has lost its spiritual
function and is now little more than a commodity or material

possession.



But- while tfie elite which supports art may have pretensions to
spirituality, its concern ultimately remains with elevating its
own status. As Read points out, it tends to 'demand symbols of
its position ... above all those which reflect its pomp and
glery . (Read, 1919, p. 144). Thus 20th century western art has
shifted away from being an art for 'man in general' to serving
'a special class of men who may not be better but who are evid-

ently different'. (Ortega y Gasset, 1968, p. 8).

In part, the difference between the capitalist elite and the
ordinary public is expressed in terms of 'high', i.e. exclusive,
and 'low', i.e. popular forms of culture. In most art forms this
difference manifests itself in the form and content as well as
the function of the art work, and is manipulated by the dominant
ideology to maintain th status quo. In other words, most forms
of painting, sculpture and limited edition graphic works - the
so-called 'high' or fine arts - are the exclusive domain of the
capitalist elite, whereas popular art forms such as advertising
images, posters and Hollywood-type 'movies' etc. are created by
the dominant ideology for mass consumption. (Clark. Albrecht,

Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 636 and p. 646).

The exclusivity of 'high' art is ensured through an emphasis on
individuality and the uniqueness ol the art object, as well as
through its incomprehensibility to the general public. This
unintelligibility, which is effected through a mystification of
content or meaning, 'divides the public into two classes

those who understand and those who do not'. (Ortega Gasset,
ga 'y
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1968, p. 6).

According to Rothschild, the history of individualism in 19th and

20th century art follows tendency from what he calls 'natural-

istic individualism (Impressionism)' towards 'subjective individ-

ualism (Expressionism)' and 'hence toward unintelligibility'.

(Rothschild, 197), p. 16). one could argue that the move from

txpressionism to Abstrac ion represents a further important step

in the direction of greater individualism and unintelligibility

in the art work. Thus the progressive elimination of anthropo-

centrism in art can be linked to an emphasis on the uniqueness

of the artist.

Extending his discussion on this subject, Rothschild argues that

a stress on individualism has led to a growth in 'courage, strength,

initiative, heroism, leadership and self-respect’. thschild,

H'j' p¢ But he chen on to say that indiviau ism

ultimately has a negative effect for it gives rise to 'pretense

and vanity and conceit’, qualities which serve to 'disguise a

social chaos in which war, misery, poverty, deceit, exploitation,

meprevation and charlatanism' (Rothschild, 1973, p. 20) are

rampant.

Although Ortega y Gasset does not project as pessimistic an image

ot the effects of individual ism, he certainly recognizes the

importance of its influence on art. While suggesting, firstly,

that the unintel Hgibility of modern art creates a kind of class

division, he argues further that the 'mew art is an artistic art'
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tor Can °"ly b' Und,,rSt00d "h= have an education in

Ii" 'ield' <Or“ 8i‘ y GaSSet” ""S. P. 12). It U, moreover, a

self-intereated and inwatd-loohin* or introverted art, i.e. one

“LiCh def£iniS and redctine3 its P-ameter, rather than turning

to society for its content.

On the one hand, the artist', preoccupation with self and with

artistic problems thus serve, to extend the schism between

hi” and general Public- “hil» ‘he other, it belies his own

O.rtist altitude which has led him to believe chat his dreams and

anxieties are a significant source of inspiration in art.

Precisely because it needs a sophisticated knowledge and has

thi r,. become inaccessible and incomprehensible to those who

have not acquired the aesthetic standards of appreciation'

'densman and Server. Albrecht, Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970,

P- hbl). contemporary art humiliates the uninitiated viewer and

finally leaves him indignant. A Ortega y Gasset points ¢ ¢, if

the viewer understands the work of art at which he is looking, it

'e'ill not leave him indignant, even if he does not like it. ' But

when his dislike i, due to his failure to understand, he feels

p. 6). This situation

humiliated'. (Ortega y Gasset, 1968,

ensures that the status quo, the division between the initiated

and uninitiated, [3 maintained. For

With the new art which is the art
priviiedged aristocracy of finer

senses the average citizen is

compelled to realize he is the average

1 1feV’ 3 creature incapable of

receiving the sacraments of art

(Ortega y ("asset, 1968, p. o).
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Diego Rivera does not suggest as radio , a solution to the problem
of mystification, but Like Taylor, he maintains that it is the
'mysterious character of art which makes it aloof and inaccessible

to the masses '. (Rivera. Shapiro, ed. 1973, p. 56).

The mysterious nature of art is not, however, the only factor
determining its inaccessibility to the general public. For
although they are intended to encourage a wide appreciation of art,
public museums and art galleries often prove to be very hostile
environments. In his book. Ways of Seeing, Berger provides
evidence that art galleries are visited primarily by those with
a priviledged education, and that the majority of people of all
social classes identify museums and galleries with churches and
libraries, i.e. wit;: institutions that are generally mysterious
and imposing. (Berger, 1979, p. 24). Given the fact that art
galleries are often silent environments in which the viewer is
apparently required to meditate on the art object, this reaction
is, of course, understandable. "t could also be pointed out that
museums tend to create an atmosphere of sterility so that they
often give an impression of clinical cleanliness akin to that of
a hospital, and seem to demand the same degree of deathly silence

and decorum.

Apart from the fact that it seems to have become an 'elitist
preserve of aesthetic snobbery' (Cork, 1979, p. 20), the museum
also tends to give credibility and sanction to the art work. Thus

regardless ot what it may (or more often may not communicate ) the
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tlet that it has been placed in the museum environment implies

that the work of art nu-st necessarily be valuable.

The museum's exploitation or its own hallowed position, its
tendency to exhibit works in which the artist himself is often
both the creator and the product, and the general acceptance that
cue two together are an invincible and unquestionable authority

on art:, encourages the glorification of the 'present social

systems and its priorities'. (Berger, 1979, p. 24). In other

words, the museum is primarily a voi.e for the dominant ideology,

certainly no* a mirror of the real world.

In a paper delivered at the Sixth International Congress of
Aesthetics at Uppsala, it was pointed out that the museum has
iailed to educate the majority of people in art. (Dorfles, G
Uppsala University, 1972, p. 307). Furthermore, although a museum
like me Museo d< Solidoridad Chile' claimed that it was set up
for the Chilean people, '.or the factory worker, the miner and

me peasant' to consider as part of his heritage, and saw to it

that sections of the colic, tion wtre 'perpetually on the move, so

as to reach the whole country', Kunzle argues that the true museum

of the people is on the streets. (Kun/le. MillIon and Nochiin.
eds. 1980, p. 362). Indeed, if the ordinary person is to
appreciate and unu'rstand art, it must become part of his daily
existence, a natural extension of his life. Precisely because it
is accessible to the majority ol people, th. mass communications

media could become the means to impart such an easily accessible,

is well as i telligible and socially relevant irt form.



A4 things stand at the moment, modern art is undoubtedly unpopular,
in iact anti-popular , and in its present form it will 'always
have the masses against it'. (Ortega y Gasset, 1968, p. 5). Thus

despite the tact that sociologists argue that art is a social
institution, it has become thoroughly anti-social in its tendency
to advance the schism between 'high' and 'low' culture. Further-
more, the gradual adoption of an increasingly abstract formal
vocabulary, which has led to the dehumanization of art, means
that it has ultimately become a thing of no real consequence.

(Ortega y Gasset. Holland and Ulanov, eds. 1972. p. 35).

Undoubtedly, the artist is in a position to alter this situation,
but unfortunately he is generally 'too independent to contemplate
immolation, [ i.e. sacrifice] to society'. (Bell. Lipset and
Lowenthal, eds. 1961, p. 902). In addition to his desire to
protect his independence and individuality, there is also the
fact that he is mainly concerned with conducting a 'specialized
dialogue' between himself md other initiates (Cork, 1979, p.80),
and with giving vent to his own emotions, usually 'at the expense
of the spectator ind/or consumer’. (Papanek, 1978, p. 91).

With such interests dominating his activities, the artist is

unlikely to become a meaningful social force.

Ironically, many contemporary art movements actually claim to be
socially relevant, but as with Minimal art, their social protest
is exhibited 'mainly on the level ol form'. (Poggioli. Albrecht,

Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 685). In other words, protest



ten registered negatively through a complete rejection of
ie social reality. This tendency is recognized by Malraux who
argues that the modern abstract artist is protesting against the
asmopeLitanism and universilism oi contemporary culture Iwhere
p..o ographic reproduction has made all artistic creations access-
ible to all'. (Poggioli. A brechc, Barnett and Griff, eds.
.9,0, p. 'SO-6SI). It is t r essentially the same reasons that
Poggioii argues that the main function of abstraction is to
register protest against bourgeois taste. (Poggioli. Albrecht

and Griff, eds. 1970, p. 680).

Significantly, althougn large-scale technological advances in
fields relevant t > irt - the camera, mass communications raeaia
like film and television and automated lithographic reproduction
could be exploited in an attempt to reach an ever-increasing
audience, contemporary artists often try to avoid or escape the
reality of mechanization. Some see the machine as a threat to
their individuality and therefore ignore all technological
advances in an attempt to perpetuate the romantic myth of a
unique, original and superiorly crafted object. Others, like
Rauschenberg (Fig. 6) and Warhol (Fig. 7) look upon the machine
as useful content and have therefore often used mass communication
techniques as well as images and objects of popular culture in
their works. This has lead Read to come to the erroneous conclu-
sion that Pop Art destroys the 'boundaries between art and the
image of mass-communication'. (Read, 1967, p. 34). For since the

Pop artist's work is a unique, original object in spite of the
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techniques he has used and the final >pearune oi his product,
it remains incompatible with mass produced emm originating i:

fields like advertising and television '

Many early 20th century art movements, including Constructivis-
Dada and Surreal ism, were concerned both with social issues
(which led them to ally themselves to radical political organ-
isations), and with coming to terms with contemporary technolog-
ical advances - of which the Dadaist photomontage is a good
example.(Fig. 8). But their effectiveness was often reduced
through an insistance on an esoteric and hermetic orientation
which ultimately made them inaccessible and unintelligible to
the general public. Although probably not entirely valid in a
consideration of Constructivism and Dada, this is certainly true

for the Surrealist movement.

If art is to be accessible to all, both its form and its content
must be relevant and intelligible, and its location must be
suitable. This does not mean that the publically placed sculpture
is necessarily accessible to the ordinary viewer, for its

location is certainly no guarantee against an exclusive content
and the projection of personal rather than public values (as is

often true of Minimal sculpture ind Land Art).

15. Although copies of works by Pop artists are now easily
accessible through modern printing techniques, it should
he noted that neither these, nor posters and prints of
e.g. Leonardo's very popular Moni Lisa, can ever be equated
with the extremely valuable, signed and - in the case of
printed works - numbered editions which separates these
from reproductions.



For irt to be relevant to the society in which it is created, it
also has to take cognisance of the economic, political and social
conditions of that society. In the present state of monopoly
capitalism, mass production and mass consumerism it is therefore
anomolous to produce art works that are neither widely accessible
and comprehensible, nor produced on a large scale. As Berger
points out: 'Authenticity is an obsolete category in an era or
mass productionl. (Fuller, 1980, p. 11). In accordance with
this sentiment Diego Rivera also argues that in a highly developed
technological society the technological advances available to

the artist must be used in the creation of his art work. (Rivera.

Shapiro, ed. 1973, p. 58).

But in the ibsence of his willingness to do so, the artist has
been forced to relinquish the primacy oi his role and his art to
the advertising media, and advertisements have therefore become
the new official art works of the modern capitalist society.
This development finds expression in the fact that advertisements
are ’what "we" put uu on "our" streets and use to fill up to

halt >f "our" newspapers and macazin< s'. (Williams, 1980, p.184).

Obviously, the actual content as opposed to the form of contem-
porary advertising serves to uphold and reinforce the values of
the dominant capitalist elite and can therefore hardly be used as
a basis for a new art. Papanek in fact argues that advertisements
have an extreme 1> negative effect on the general public because

they persuade people to buy things 'they don't need with money



(Papanek, 1978, p. 9). They ilso tend to distort and mystify
reality by depicting people as they think they behave and not as

they actually behave. (Goffman, 1979, p. vii).

This is not, however, why advertising and other mass communic-
ations media :ike film and television are seen as a threat by

those who want to maintain the status quo in art. To them, the
danger of the mass media to art actually lies in the fact that

they

iroduee no exceptions ... no masterpieces,
to wor.-vs ol genius ... “ini] never exalt
nyone or make them aware of anything but
trivial potentialities’. (Fuller, 1980.
p. 22).

a:so points out that with advertising the 'artist's stvle
is eliminatt : since ;he imic- is corporately conceived [and]
mechanically executed'. Consequently, it ultimately lacks 'any

stamp of individuality'. (Fuller, 1980, p. 21).

The idea that the mass media art forms and advertising present
some kind of threat to art is a direct outcome of elitist
prejudice which can be attributed partly to a recognition by the
avant-garde artist that he does not have control over all form:
of visual communication. But while the artist gemnerally regards
the mass communication forms as non-artistic and utilitarian, the
fact remains that they have an enormous impact on people. Not
all of this is necessarily beneficial, but it is important to
realize that the many

shortcomings and ill effects attributed
to the mass media arise not from their

66
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nature but from the use we [and those

rfl" 5- Uppsal

Contrary to common sentiment, mass communication forms are not

n«cessariiy a threat to art. Once this is reunited and accepted

Che arCiSt Vm b*“ in ' - “come part of the mass media

use of mass comunication, techniques

rather than make superficial

in his works. Given the potential for clarity and immediacy of

communication in these forms, he will of course also be in a

position to reach a much wider audience than he does at present!'*'

Tims, if the artist wants to escape the technological enslavement

and alienation of modern society, he will have to re-h.umaniae

nun’s relationship to the machine which (up to the present) has

led to man becoming ’a mere appendage, thus aestheticising our

relationship to the machine through a new sense of ritual’.

'Dor: ies» ,jl  'Ppsula University. 1972, p. 307).

e 13 "he 1lark ot relevant ritual that differentiates

20th century western art from the mass communication art forms.
For While the objects and images of the mass media form a part

tl1" rUualS °f '™ryday life - this despite the fact that they

ore manipulated and controlled by the dominant capitalist

iieology - the same cannot be said for modern art. As with art

in non-literate societies, the newspapers, magazines, television

I1"nsrammes, f'lms, comic books and advertisements of contem-orary

practical work! ' considerations in the candidate’s



soci<ity confirm and give expression to the socio_

p lien .1, c.lun ai and a, so economic life of the society.

century cente« ceh. «el.e h.. been strippet

POFer -
“Uter f; in8C °f tru. to reaffirm his
" by tUrnt“* 10 ~ -ritu al, magic and Shamanism.
In other words, by setting himseif up aaam,gic.an or sorcerer,

recapture t.,. mtluence and control which the artist
magician had in prehistoric and still has ,, traditional non-

literate Artists like A :onci, leuys and Oppenheim
5 — '-Sic Circles, in ,hic , tl.,y emerge as priests.
saints or martyrs ,, become the conscience and give vent to the

guilt of society.

r*¢ iM ” expression of 'a negative culnural

B't

relationship..

(Poggi.li. Albrecht. Barnett and Griff, eds.

P 01' Addressing themselves to the realities

A — « esoteric and hermetic

01 “ nCem,,Orary 9°Ciety-

CoTt,:'t ! ' “"*Ir aCtiviti“S- Thus ‘hey are no more than an
SUb' CUUur-. is Poggioli sugg.its, the artist .ho

N
OeJ is a hothouse flower.. (Poggioli. Albrecht, Barnett

eds. 1970, p. 679).

-hen
and Griff,



IS fOr he say,, t0

gi e orderse ir ic t



CHAPTER THREE

AKI, SOCIALISM AND

eMarxist aesthetics
the Hegelian diale
rorm and content,

uvon, M,3, p. 4
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M\KX[ST AESTHKTICS

has its basis in Hegelian e sthetics. Thus
ctic between Beauty and Truth, i.e. between
is also fundamental to Marxist aesthetics.

2). However, whereas Kegel argues that perfec-

tion is achieved through the unity of form and content (Arvon,

1973, p. 41) - con
spiritual truth -

iArvon, .*7>, p. 1

tent being a reflection of the Idea or
Marx 'transforms the Idea into a social entity’,

13). He therefore also maintains that the

Hegelian concept of spiritual truth must be replaced by the idea

of a social reality. (Arvon, 1973, p. 42).

According to Hegel

it is through worx that man 'produces and

creates himself (Vasquez, 1973, p. 32), while art provides him

with the means to

and to 'answer the

achieve 'self-affirmation or self-consciousness¥®

need of humans to externalize themselves',

i.e. t make a human impression on external things. (Vasquez,

1973, p. 57).

Marx's attitude to

work as well as art differs from that of Hegel

in certain tundamental respects. As regards work, he points out

that Hegel only discusses its role in giving form to things and

in iorming man. In other words, Hegel considers only the

positive aspects o

negative since it

work, whereas Marx argues that work can be

is 'based on private property and alienated



labour'. (Vaaquez, ,973. p. 52). Furth,rmore. while Hegel mai,,-

Cina Chat 'Che only kind of work ... [1s] the work of the

ni'n "' ' 'Nl'lcua! hi ing' (Vasquez, 1973, p. 53),

Marx demystifies Hegelian idealism by rejecting the transcendental

and metaphysical character of Hegel’s Idea. (Vasquez, 1973, p.so9,

He etfecta a similar break with Hegel in his concept of aesthetics

for in contrast to the Hegelian implication that ’art is made by

! A1r' emphasizes the anthropocentric nature

of art and aesthetics ’by relating them to concrete, real and

historical human beings and their practical and material activity’.

(Vasquez, 1973, p. 57). For him, therefore, art is an ’advanced

stage of humanizing nature’. He also argues that the essence of

humanity lies in creative work, while that of art is to satisfy a

spec human need’ which goes beyond survival and procreation.

11> 1 ' ' '"'"11 whus art is one of many needs created by

man in the course of his social development. (Vasquez, 1973, p.60).

According to Arvon, Marxist aesthetics is almost impossible to

understand because it has been subjected to extremely varied inter-

nm’" JAr' "’ 11 ’« P*¥ *1e¢ Orthodox Marxists do, however,

seem to share some fundamental ideas, for they generally argue that

the products of man (including art) must be seen as social phenomena

which are all bound by a complex dialectic involving economic,

political, sociological, historical and environmental factors. In

other words, tike all other products of society, art cannot be

separated trom the Marxist concept of historical materialism.
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c.iven its attempt to consider and co-ordinate the many complex and

sometimes contradictory factors influencing the products of man,

ic is often argued chat Marxist aesthetics has had some share in

the 'devaluation rf subjectivity' in the study of art. (Marcuse,

1979 p- 6 ¥ Yec many western aestheticians feel that this

assumption is essentially false and that Marxist aesthetics

actually involves an approach to art which is no less subjective

than their own. This, they maintain, is particularly evident in

the tendency for Marxist aestheticians to concentrate on content

rather than form in the consideration of the art work. It is,

however, important to realize that western aestheticians are able

to reach this conclusion only through a refusal to acknowledge

both the depth and scope of analysis made possible by an historical

materialist method.

In terms of their belief in the fundamental necessity of a

dialectical approach to the history of man and his products,

Marxist aestheticians never reject or discard information which

may further our understanding of arc. Rather, they tend to assess

the importance of this information relative to other factors

which may have played a role in determining or influencing the

artist's approach, whether it be social, political, economic,

historical or cultural.

In essence, Marxist aesthetics is therefore quite undogmatic, and

can be contrasted with the Neo-Platonic view that art is 'based
on ideal principles considered to be valid universally and for all

time'. (Egbert, 1970, p. 106).
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vvllu IO insist that Marxist

A ,on,rary. based on a totally inflexible

-t',,t.,s

r — MiU thiS * pat®ly -ue evaluacion of

7 “ OWh Writin8S- U iS e« " « X « on the tace th,t SMIj
-n h.e shifted vy a,, orthodox

Jn. P“ d a" 'InCreUlnely — sectarian and cUss ,,bjecc.

« 4, N ¢,

” . “ _
1973, p. P8y in " sth-u

-*¥F%y g lise LO
tne attitude to art of those
lead.as th. Russian Revolution was certainly not characterised by

4 SiaiUr infUXibiliCy- ~ ne Lenin maintained that art must

have an ideological content and play a didactic role within society

he J

(Vasquez, 1973. p. 17).

This Observation finds support in a letter from Lenin to Corkv in

-hich Lenin insisted that the artist must have the freedom to

extract from any philosophy many things that are useful to him,

even though that ideology may be idealistic'. (Lenin quoted by
-von. Arvon. 1»73, p. 34). On the other hand. Lenin's views

sometimes come very close to the Neo-Platoni.- notion of universality
"oomE 3 e tErMt " tUt’ e««e! ideological limit-

(Vasquez, 1973

reveal th(. truth about reality'.

15-16).



Z Z
autonomous entity

by Arvon.Arven,

Ir

1973

n

, tiX

™

art as a semi-

(Lenin quoted
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bllity by ultimately reduci their works to a style of express-

ion. (1) (Arvon, 1973, p. t>7).

a contrast to this reductive process, Trotsky urged artists to

extend th, vitality and dynam.sm the revolution into art,

-gardlesg of the fact that their works might well be ’unexpected'

ck p'-CGj'J ic proletarian direction. (Arvon, 1973, p. 17).

agnificant ly, he * ucularly enthusiastic about the Futurist

experiments into mov n and space and about the consciously

social architectural programme developed by Gropius in the context

f the Bauhaus. But throughout his writings, he constantly

:nt:ions against dogmatic pr scription, and reacted forcibly when

tempts were made to suggest that Sovi-r art of the immediate

'A.-Revolutionary period was monitored at trolled by the

of''e.

irue [he maintained] that
1 our society we regard only art whose
theme is 1he worker as new and revol-
uti nary, and the belief that we force
poets willy-nilly to write about nothing
hut factory chimneys or a revolt against
ipital ism is absurd. (Trotsky quoted

Vasque:. Vasquex, 1973, p. 18).

uch early = tempt :0 discredit those who claimed that art

n forcec into an infle ible mould under Soviet rule, it is

! more ironic that if; was ultimately contn led by a specific
i-ad lor Social 1st Realism under Stalin and subsequent Stalinist

rcgin.cs.

,ro pr¢ u“ bil'
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As has been stated, Marx hirosel

other fields - progress is governed by the Hege ,  al.,c

('gbert, 1970, p. 101). This pre-suppose  bar a-e vr) .

including 'subject and object, knower and the thing kn=« a
0o continual process of mutual adaptation'. (Russe,. 1961, ,t9
Marx shows this dialectic interaction as involving organic

progress towards the classless society, in contrast ti the secular

Utopians of the 19th century who argued that the progress towards

greater egalitarianism would be linear. (Egber-, 1967, p. 14).

For Marx, therefore - as, indeed, also for Proudhon - 'everything

depends on everything else and all things are linked in solidarity

with one another’'. (Proudhon quoted by Raphael. Raphael, 1980,

P- 1). But whereas orthodox Marxist aesthetician, argue that the

artist 'must understand and make use Ol his knowledge 01 past art'

(Egbert, 1970, p. 103) been a that past 1S an integral part of

man's historical development, Proudhon feels that this is backwaro

looking and 'unfruitful, a mere means Of fleeing reality’.

(Raphael, 1980. p. 53). This difference between Marx's an.

Proudhon's attitudes to history helps to elucidate both Lenin’,

and Stalin's responses to works ot art executed in post-Revo,utiona,

Russia. Pot, believing as Marx did that tradition is one of the

'inescapable determinants ol ,r, and other tspects o, life', they

could not accept art which appeared to reject the pas, completely.

(Egbert, 1970, p. Iu3).

in terms of the Marxist dialectic in which everything 1s ,>

constant flux, development is no, necessarily onsistent for

spheres of human activitv. Thus me ,an neve, u...rmir,



16 tS ' Irt 1.1 ,my glVfen Sociecy 'because artistic

ment will not necessarily accord with changes in the social

condition of man'. (Vasquez, 1973, p. lol).
q P

in keeping with this interpretation of historical development,

Marx adopted Hegel's concepts of 'thesis', 'anti-thesis' and

esnythesis'. In Marxist aesthetics, 'thesis' is translated as the

'dynamic unity' of form and content. But since contradictions must

inevitably reside within this dynamic unity a counter-tendency or

'antithesis' will develop, with the ensuing struggle between the

two resolving itself in a 'synthesis'. (Egbert, 1970, p. 98).

liven his belief in an eventual classless society, Marx maintained

that 'bourgeois capitalism and its art’ could be seen as the thesis,

in reaction to which there would be a 'dictatorship of the prolet-

ariat with its art', while the 'classless society with its art

would constitute synthesis anl -herefore would produce the finest

artistic -esults of all'. ,oert. 1970, p. 98).

A central aspect of the historical materialist doctrine developed

by Marx, and adopted by later aestheticians influenced by his

writings, is the idea that man's identity is determined by the fact

that he is a social being, and therefore that all human products -

including art - must be seen in terms of man's relationship to

society. In contrast to Kant whose only concern was with 'the

isolated individual', Marxist aestheticians thus endeavour ' to

take into account the participation of creative individuals in the

common el fort ol mankind' to perfect the world. (Arvon, 1973, p,J7)

Ultimately, therefore, their concern is with society as a whole

develop-



rather than with man as an individual. As Egbert points out, Marx
undoubtedly considered the individual 'to be ubordinate to

society' for he argued that 'the social organism is more than the
mim °1 Lts individual parts’. (Egbert, 1967, pp. 22-23). Given
this emphasis on defining man's identity in terms of society, it

is not surprising that Marxist aestheticians are against individual-
istic self-expression and generally deride the philosophy of art
for art s sake. Instead, they usually urge the artist to devote
his art and himself to social action' toward the eventual

attainment of the classless society. (Egbert, 1967, pp. 22-23).

This attitude rinds expression in Lenin's contention that

art belongs to the people. It must
have its deepest roots in the broad
masses of the workers. It must be
understood and loved by them. (Lenin
quoted by Egbert. Egbert, 1967, p. 58).

According to him, the tendency towards abstraction evident in
Russian art of the period imediately before and after * » October
Revolution was too individualistic and socially undisciplired to
be smceptc.t I-. Artists who adeptid an abstract formal vocabulary,
he argued, were 'specialists' who alienated themselves from the
masses and arrogantly assumed the right to

ipeik in the name of the working class

ird  (rikij advantage of the turmoil

of the revolution to present .is

novelties thtii pet ty-bour> eois ideas .
(Egbert, 1967, p. S58).

Believing, moreover, that these artists - as well as those



associated with the avant-garde European art movements on which

Russian abstraction was founded - were far too willing to divorce

themselves from history and the doctrine o, historical materialism,

Lenin finally maintained: 'l cannot value the works of Expressionism,

Futurism, Cubism and the other isms as the highest expressions of

artistic genius’. Evidently, however, his response was not entirely

determined by a belief in the necessity for the artist to establish

and miintain an awareness of history, for he concluded the above

statement by saying that he neither understood nor found pleasure
in tne works of artiits associated with these movements. (Egbert,

1967, p. 57).

Undoubtedly, Marxist aestheticians would relate such an inability

to understand and appreciate the work of art to a lack of social

and historical awareness on the part of the artist. As Raphael

points out, Marx himself believed that

only an autocthonous mythology could
serve as a step tow.-.rds art, i.e. a
mythology originating in the fame soil,
the same people, the same cultural back-
ground , the same economic order.
(Raphael, 1980, p. 89).

For a mythological system or artistic tradition to be relevant,

it must therefore b.- a 'product of the people' and not a purely

private or personal activity. (Raphael, 1580, p. 89). This

observation must, however, be qualified, for most Marxistaesthetic-

ians would certainly not equate the idea of at art for the people

with a national or localized artistic tradition. On the contrary,

they argue that aesthetics should ideally be a universal field and
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in arc are unaccept

3616 Part'y b— - °«“ e, do8matic and secCarian.

(Vasquez, 1973, p. 11).

"8bere Jnd vas<,uez- both “f uf the problem of

- - u ty. and particularly ai

the relni°nship b®tu* "
have concluded that art

the iniptications of Marxist aearheties,
can never be defined entire,y in terms of a specific social

dimension. Egbert's reasons for this contention stem from the fac

hellos thac works of arc are noc only 'produces of a

given social environment but also unique products of exceptional

individuals'. (Egbert. 1967. p. 3). mile evident!, agreeing in
principle Wit:, what he has to say, Vasquez nevertheless also feels
rtiat tnc autonomy of the art work 'exists only by, in, and through

Us social conditioning'. (Vasques, 1973, p.9S,. He further

main to ins that 'there is no such thing as "art for art's sake"...

m>nly art ov and for man' (Vasquez, 1973, p. 44), and suggests

that even though man is not always the direct object of artistic

representation, all objects which are represented artistically

ultimately reflect a certain relationship to mankind. (Vasquez,

m 3’ P' ThUS °f “h«=her or not they agree on the

Marxist aesthatician. always return

question of autonomy in art,

“ 3 baS‘C be* ef In ~ reality is 'primarily a social
(Egbert. 1967. p. ,7). Orthodox Marxists go one step

reality

further for they maintain that this social reality must, in turn,

he seen a, a product of the prevailing economic conditions.

(Egbert, 1967, p. 17).



However, contrary to what western critic, generally maintain.

Marxist aesthetician, never argue that art is determined by

Marx's viewpoint undoubt-

economics alone. As Osborne points out,

“ complete economic determinism' for he

KIli "

leved that tho cultural superstructure and not only the economic

base can be said to play an important role in determining social

relations. (Osborne, 1970, p. 28).

engels believed that this superstructure, which .Marxists equate

with political, judicial, philosophical, religious and literary

institutions, has a dynamic relationship both to the economic base

end to itself, thereby ensuring that a complex dialectic win

'the economic situation is not the

always be in progress. Thus

cause, it is not the sole agent' dominating all other factors, nor

do these Other factOrs the superstructure of society ha, e

a '-cre.y passive effect; rather there is a reciprocal effect....'

(Arvor, 1973, pp. 25-26).

Arvon further suggest, that it is possible to draw an analogy

between the relationship which form has to content in the work of

art and the relationship of the economic base to the ideological

the 'superstructure is

super,ttucture in Marxist theory. Just as

he writes, is form subor-

surordinate to the economic base',

dinated to content, but like ideology it has some autonomy'.

(Arvon, 1973, p. 41).

As regards the relationship between art and the doctrine of

dialectical interaction, Marxist aesthetician, further maint
am



i.on.,tant Iy changing principles of design and composition

m painting (as well as other visual art forms) are influenced by

che changing modes of economic production in a particular society,

time and place (Egbert, 1970, p. 105). At the same time, Marx

was well aware of the fact that

cultural production is not necessarily
proportionate to economic development
and that progress in one does not mean
progress in the other. (Rader

1467, p. 238).

This recognition that development is not always uniform for all

spheres of human activity, and that it certainly does not

necessarily parallel economic changes within society, helps to

explain why Marx refused to regard works of art as economic

commodities except under the influence of capitalism. With
capitalism, he argued
all the so-called higher forms of labour -
intellectual, artistic etc. - ... having

lost their former sacredness ... are

admired tor what they will fetch rather

than their quality as art. (Egbert, 1967.

PP. 19-20).
Marx thus believed that an emphasis on the exchange rather than
the use value of works of art could be seen as an apt reflection
ot a so lety dominated by a capitalist economy and by a particular
political organization and class structure.

mode of production,

But while Marxists maintain that works of art cannot be considered

as commodities (except under capitalism), they generally argue

that art and labour are closely related. Unlike Aristotle and



b”th 0f “hom <>(«« as a rational animal, Mar,

..... . man “ 3 'P7*o-tive. labouring animal', and believed

''at it is the inevitability of this labour which enables him to

humanize not only himself but also his environment. (Rader, 1967,

p. 238)

However, where there is , division of labour man loses contact

With his immediate environment and thus becomes alienated from it.

Under capitalism, this division evidently extends to artistic

production, firstly because art is no longer seen as a form of

labour, and secondly, because it has witnessed a growing schism

between mind and hand, project and execution, goal and realization.

! ‘1 p- > > A further consequence of the division of

labour under capitalism is the tendency towards increasing special-

ization which in art has led to the 'concentration of artistic

talent in certain individuals, and its ... suppression in the

broad masses of the people’'. (Marx and Engels quoted by Egbert.

Eirrt, *© p- 100). In contrast to this development, Marxist

aestheticians believe that within the ideal environment of the

tuture classless society art and labour will cease to be divided

and will, in fact, share the essence of creativity. (Vasquez, 1973,

P- 63).

A further aspect of Marxist theory is the idea that social cll,asses

are essential vehicles of the dialectical interaction which leads

to change within society. (Russell, 1961, p. 753). Since Marxist

aestheticians generally argue that 'all art is class propaganda for

good or bad' (Egbert, 1970, p. 108), this stress on the importance
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fu,,dame,,tal t0 a consider,,

\' e as! stru*“ ure is undl,ubt«d” —

ation of art.

A vag a‘ready nlt'd- be 1ieved that che ideas of

ruUng claas ave always dominant

consequently that any art created within a particular context

‘~3. P. 84,. on the other hand, Marx also believed that great

Of literature - and this would presumably apply Co the visus

in the partisan mould of a single

arts as well - 'are never cast

class', for

In other ,orJs, Marx rolt that while an artist obviously cannot be

*0C£<I packgrour,d, in some instances he has

t“V'r ed frOm
and

the ability to 'become aware of the dialectic of history'

therefore reveal the 'real dynamic forces underlying social evolu-

tton' in an objective manner. (Arvon, 1973, p. 32). According to

hm th" n°VeU " ,0t" — y French writer, Baleac. typify

for the artist

to transcend his own class. In hi.

this potential
in depicting the relationship

love Marx argued, Balzac succeded

between various classes in a realistic way, and this despite the

£,Ct that he himSelf hld — “P a cothparitively privi,edged

env -ronment. (Arvon, 197 ), ,,, 33)
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pp. 14 - 15). 'V

ft must, however, be remembered that Marxist lestheticians - and
indeed, many other critics and art historians - believe that all
art, whether consciously or unconsciously, is invariably propagan-
dist. In totalitarian states >uch as the U.S.S.R. and Cuba, art
is carefully controlled to ensure that it actually conforms to

pat tv political ideals. This attitude finds expression in Fidel
Castro s observation that art is either for the revolution or
against it. (,i,astro. liaxundall, ed. 1972, p. 276), as wei11 as
in his contention that the 1government has the right to review and
censor the media that so influence the people’. (Castro.

Baxandail, ed. 1972,p. 282).

in i Andre Bret md i< ;0 Rivera made a joint statement in
which they said that they believed 'that the supreme task of art in
our epoch is to take part ictively and consciously in the prepar-
ation of the revolution'. (Breton and Rivera quoted by Egbert.
Egbert, 196/, p. 10a). Evidently they were both convinced that art
could actually be used as a weapon for social chan u*. Not all
Marxisms would agree with this contention, for at leastsome of
them > ' 17e that art is a distraction in the class struggle and

that the good Marxist she d devote himself solely to political

This statement, made by Lenin in 1905, was liter refuted
by his wife who m.iint lined that Lenin had only intended

his words »x be i guideline for 'party publications and

not creative works of literature'. (Arvon, 1973, p. 15).
Given Lenin's generally inconsistent attitude to art, it
is impossible to determine the validity of her assessment
of his views.



im )id Egbert , 70, p. 104). jr. other words,
la>*ist actually ieel that art can play no meaningful role
gin;, the human condition.
itude, »i h.im ¢ rlainly not been eliminated in
bs rein., t- h, Maixi i. On the contrary, the govern-
ountr.es tend to manipulate both art and the mass
d (.astro b. ieves they should be manipulated,
"o pi> osoph o' the Party. (Kiralyfalvi, 1-31,
e fr r1 ¢ iactthat this subordination of art to
E or- foment in 'socialist' countries is an extremely
if - -empt. s -alighten the people (Fischer,
" * i” it ads ¢ mstate of alienation between
. ’org.o1. points out, far from
"h« it'.; Jdt ut onsensus', i.e. a true
> naso. 'im , vi.-t: art is nothing more than what
' -ure tu - ' " ulture. (Poggioli. Albrecht,
erif t, x . 97,1, . 68: - 663).
jiei mio: .y * Irum the ideal, a fact
L"- 'hen m. insider that during the 1920's
u ml felt vas the genuine freedom of artists
" ' ' context to the 'mere show of freedom enjoyed
Ur WI' Em i i moneved md corrupt world'. (Arvon,
- . . " wii'ers, he argued it the time, were no

vrv-n. 1973, p. 16), presumably because
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r’iS° (n',y fCU- tda"ur o "of '‘a@* / a-Ue lea.i,,s agent
tnenuQism. (! bert, 1967,

67).

By 19 o Stalin had begun to atta, k ail arc which ouu.d be oonaid-

arad » «h ,i«it and was th..,a,,,. aUo unwilling to acceg, sow

aeamingly conservative academic artists for what he called their

IMOto-rea ism, i.«. tdbir 'mechanically literal reproductions of

3 : passive in their observation ot life. (Egbert, 1967, p. 69).

It was to counter this mechanistic trend that he adopted Socialist

mn.toriv.,:., concrete representations of reality, as the official

doctrine for the irts. (Fig. 14). t, , statute issued by the

...harass, t:.e artist was urged ' o contribut. to the ideological

SociUist Realism w»» rher hhs, follow a Marxist-Leninist

ideolo y, a : Chat the new official art could only be

. int T ) )
tral  weed intu g-nuine t rou t il'-nt , experience an. profess-

By 1936 this dogmatic .ttitud. was further extended by the Central

Committee on Art which attempted to ensure a far more careful

control of the idrolugy of artist* by laying down specific rules

=< content. A dir-ct Consequent-, the entr nchm.nt of S, .'ialiSt

Realism through the actions of this committ,.. was the establishment
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South African situation, th- <rt produced in South

subj(#it to the influenci' .: idfol tgieel and

According to Kinloch, South Air. i» dominoed by , 'eUss-caate
svstom' 'Kti.loch, 19 2, p. /.)) which has its origins in an
economic dif 'eronti.a ion between the various population sroups.
(Mnioc i, C , p. 7). At its most basic lev,, i, this economically

iss .11 uvture is evident in the schism between black,
dr h Africans, but it is also apparent in the struggle
ror economic and political control between the Afrikaans and English-

speaking population groups. To this must be added further deter-

minir.,; influences such a culture, r Ugion and hist >rv. In o'-her
words, th*. ial -ud storical : -ctoi rminwhat Marx called

super struct ir so iety,and which he believed always inter-

ed wit;i t ie econ mi, base to ensur. t perpet .ation of a

iy iatectii within :n" mv-a octal situation.

Jhlle these issues ir rnmpl.'X, their prob.ible s; nifieance to the

ix,':u ton o' <iltoral pr-du ts, includiii; irt, must nevertheless be

acknowledged. Also sig- if Leant is the incompatibility of the

concept of society with that ol plurality. For while the former

m r I m ' n number, d not m mdivision and differences,
i; <tn:o- h point ul , m in 'a jroup togtther'. (Kinloch,
1' p* 1 girdles , of how incorrect this juxtaposition of

a multiplicity of cultures with the idea of a single society may
be, it is neverthe:e .s precisely because differences and divisions
have been cultivated within South Africa that the whites - and

more especially, the Afrikaner ; - have succeeded in maintaining
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society must be stringently maintained, < cer

Africa is characterized by extremely mark>d cultural dii

Slack artists working indigenously thus execute works i h
generally differ enormously from those created by whites, and
within these broad categories substantial differences between th°
art ol smaller sub-groups are evident. Whether the South Africa"
artist ;ike- to admit it or not, his art ultimately gives .xpressior.

to the divided structure of our society.

While numerous South African artists recognize the importance

their relationship to society, there are many more who believe cha
art has an autonomous identity. They generally refuse to acknowledge
that it is often i form of propaganda and that it usually reinforces
the interests of tie dominant ° logy. (See Clark. Albrecht,

Barnett and Griff, eds. 1970, pp. 635 - 650).

As will be demonstrated, this tendency to stress the autonomy of
art is more common among South African painters and set Inters than
among poets, novelists and playwrights. The development of this
situation can, in part, be ascribed to the dependence of music and
literature on ictive audience involvement, i.e. a direct commun-
ication with, md participation on the part of society, while
painting and sculpture are generally restricted to a museum environ-
ment. Moreover, unlike most painters and sculptors, musicians
and playwrights tend to depend on widespread public patronage for
1. it should be noted here that ther- is a vast difference between
a consciously cultivated ethnicity stemming from the artist's
pride in his own heritage, and the imposition of a cultural

identity from without to ensure the division of one population
group from another.



the survival of their art forms. They are therefore generally
encouraged to deal with issues that are relevant and intelligible
to many Sc. th Africans, in fact, to ensure that art remains a means

of communication in the broadestpossible sense.

In the visual arts, the emphasison pluralism, and the consequent
general lack of a unified identity seems to have led South African
artists to conclude that a truly representative indigenous art

cannot he achieved, (Coetzee. Berber, ed. 1979, p, 20). South
African painters and sculptors thus tend to conceive of their identity
as determined by universal criteria or, more correctly, by links

to western Europe and the U.S.A. Hence they express little or

nothing about th, reality of their immediate environment.

In keeping with this tendency to avoid or ignore pertinent social
issues, many South African artists, among them Christo Coetzee, are
also in favour of the romantic notion that artists tend to work
according to their intuitions. At the same time, Coetzee maintains
that they can act as a mirror to, and are therefore not divorced
from society. (Coetzee. Berber, i. 1979, p. 18). Taken together,
these statements are highly significant for they suggest an

unn solved attitude to the role of the artist and his art, which
seems to be quite common among painters and sculptors working in

this country.

Although evidencing some contradictions, Coetzee's views on art are
nevertheless not as clearly oriented to a belief in the autonomy of

the artist and his works as arc those of Bill Ainslee. According
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to him, the artist's primary challenge is to define the limits of
art. He also maintains that irt ne>d not 1>-rv- any orthodoxy
religious ... state or commercial orthodoxy' and can therefore be

freed from all ideological ties. (Ainslev. Berber, ed. 1979, p. 105).

This attitude is taken to an extreme by Judith Mason, who
categorically denies the significance of all external influences

to her work. In a recent interview she said: 'I'm not interested
in being a white artist in South Africa, or a woman artist in South
Africa'. (Mason. Berber, ed. 1979, p 76). Thus Mason not only
refuses to accept that her environment may have an important
influence on her work, but actually goes so far as to negate her

own fundamental identity as a white South African woman.

Mason's contention regarding her own identity Is symptomatic of
an attitude that has become widespread among English-speaking, as
well as sever 11 Afrikaans-speaking South Africans who question
the validity > in exclusive group identity, for they tend to deny
their links with South Africa. Since the cultures of the indigenous
black population is generally inaccessible to them due to enforced
separation between whit', md blacks, and since they hav not
developed i truly distinctive cultun t their own, these South
Africans tend to cling desparately to their cultural links with
Europe and th> U.S.A. In painting and sculpture, chic finds
expression in a tendency to emulate contemporary European and

American trends.

In contrast to this aspiration to an autonomous artistic identity



and an affiliation with contemporary art movements abroad 2) there
are several, mainly Afrikaans-speaking painters and sculptors who
are not alienated from their social situation, and who therefore
produce works which often give conscious support to the ideological
aspirations of the Afrikaners. 3)
This tradition seems to have been established by Anton Van Wouw,
initially in relatively simpl but monumental realist images of
prominent Afrikaner figures like Paul Kruger, but ultimately also in
public monuments erected to the memory of Afrikaner men and women who
made a meaningful, if often anonymous contribution to the establish-
ment of the Afrikaner's group identity. The sculptures for the
Women's Momument near Bloemfontein, which Van Wouw executed in 1914
in rememberanee of those who died in concentration camps during the
Anglo-5oer War, ire come of the first works created in this genre.
(Fig. 1&). ~he more contemporary works of an artist like Coert

Steynberg serve to continue md confirm this trend.

Any art conforming to a particular view of the sooi ’l1 conditions of
man is nevertheless generally regarded with considerable scepticism
by the majority of South African artists. Like their European and
American counterparts, most South African artists thus reject the
idea of creating works which give conscious and direct expression

to their attitude to specific socio-political issues, in the apparent

belief that this will necessarily lead to an infringement on their

2. This is discussed mote fully with reference to a questionnaire
sent to seventy South African artists in February, 1982.
See Appendix 1.

3. | si 'lar integration is usually evident in traditional or
tribal African art. This observation is probably also valid
in a consideration of the traditional arts of South African
tribes, but ,"ist await definite confirmation. Apart from the
research presently being conducted on the traditional figurative
carvings of the Shona and Venda by A.E. Nettleton, and on the
paint ngs and hendvork of the Ndebele by E. Schneider, hardly
any research has thus far been undertaken in this field.



and an all illation with contemporary irt movements abroad "~” there
are several, mainly Afrikaans-speaking painters and sculptors who
are not aiienated from their social situation, and who therefore

produce works which often give conscious support to the ideological

aspirations of the Afrikaners.'"

This tradition seems to have been established by Anton Van Wouw,
initiall} in relatively simple but monumental realist images of
prominent Afrikaner figures like Paul Kruger, but ultimately also in
public monuments erected i the memory of Afrikaner men and women who
made a meaningful, if often anonymous contribution to the establish-
ment of the Afrikaner's group identity. The sculptures for the
Women's Momument near Bloemfontein, which Van Wouw executed in 1914
in rememberance of those who died in concentration camps during the
Angl o-Boer War, are some of the tirst works created in this ge. *e.
(Fig. 16). The more contemporary works of an artist like Coert

Steynberg serve to continue and confirm this trend.

Any art conforming o a particular view of the social conditions of
man is nevertheless generally regarded with considerable scepticism
by the majority of Sou”.i African artists. Like their European and
American counterparts, most South African artists thus reject the
idea of creating works which give conscious and direct expression

to their attitude to specific socio-political issues, in the apparent

belief that this will necessarily lead to an infringement on their

2. This is discusst 1 more fully with reference to a questionnaire
sent to seventy bouth African artists in February, 1982.
See Appendix 1.

3. A similar integration is usually evident in traditional or
tribal African art. This observation is probably also valid
in a consideration of the traditional arts of South African
tribes, but must await definite confirmation. Apart from the
research presently being conducted on the traditional figurative
carvings of the Shona and Venda by \.E. Nectlet n, and on the *
paintings and beadvork of -he Ndeb-le by E. Schw j ,, ha.dlv
any research has chus tar been undertak t in thi field.
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creative freedom and talent.

In keeping with this attitude, the South African composer, Peter

Kiatzow, argues tha'

too much emphasis is laid on ... whether
art is African or not African or even

Sot th African. A nationalist arc, in one
sense, <s a narrow ait. (Klatzow.
Hcrber, ed. 1979, p. 82).

His attempt to separate art from its immediate social reality finds
support in Wilma Stockenstrtim's contention that it would be Inarrowl
for the artist to commit himself to social comment. (StockenstrBm.
Herber, ed. 1979, p. *4), as well as in Neville Dubow's rejection of
the idea that the artist should work against his natural instincts

in Che cause of social commitment. \ccordii g to him, this would

lead to 'artistically hollow' statements. (Dubow. University of

Cape Town, 1979, p. 122).

However, Dubow and others who have broached this subject omit to
comment on the incredibly forcefully maintained State ideology in
South Af »C3. In view of this situation, any artist who does not
actively resist ideological pressure gives support to the dominant
ideology, even if this su; >ort is usually only indirect and not
consciously intended. (4) It is therefore all the move important to
produce wort's oi art. which will counterbalance - if not actually
counteract - the images produced by artists who give either direct

or indirect support to the dominant ideology.

Since one of the central postulates of the present dissertation is

4. The importance of this issue is discussed by Tax, who argues
that 'in our times, to refrain from mentioning genocide,
racism, cultural schizophrenia, sexual exploitation and the
systematic starvation of entire populations is itself a
political act’. (Tax. Bixandall, ed. 1972, p. 1b).



t-Uat works of art either consciously or unconsciously give expression

to the social environment in which the artist finds himself, it has

also been suggested that if he denies the influence of this environ-

ment on his works, he will become alienated from his audience, and

create a false impression of reality in the images he creates.

Undoubtedly, such falsifications are often encouraged by the

dominant ideology to ensure the maintenance of existing conditions

through an avoidance ot pressing social issues.

If the artist is to avoid falsification and subordination to an

ideology which he does not wish to support, his work has to involve

a conscious exploration of his environment.111 Tne importance of

this has been stressed by the writer, Adam Small, who believes that

the artist's work must reflect the reali; es of a specific time and

place. (Small. Herber, ed. 1979, p. 101). The validity of his

contention is further demon: rated, as well as extended by Robert

Medley's apt comparison between food and ideas:

_Ideas, like food, are transportable.
iUntJ like food they don't always travel
and are often best consumed on the

well,
Brighton

spot where grown. (Medley.
and Morris, eus. 1977, p. 130).

In other words, the ideas informing works of art will have far greater

relevance to the society ir which they are created than to an audience

untami liar with the environmental factors influencing the artist.

"his attitude is upheld by many South African writers, laywrights,
P y y play g

actors and poets. Ampie Coetzee, for instance, argues that

is used in the widest possible sense i e
economic and cultural

into daily contact.

5. The term environment
in reference to the social, political,
realities with which the artist comes
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literature, like theatre, is a social act and therefore cannot be

divorced trom its social context. 'Literature and theatre' he

states 'have to comment and take note of the society.... Vm saying

I don't think we can afford an elite kind of literature.’” (Coetzee.

Herbsr, ed. 1979, p. 119). Andre Brink similarly argues Chat

writing is a social act: 'Lssentially one writes for the audience

one knows, all the people one lives with, that one shares things

with'. Brink further states that if his writing is to have any

relevance, it must be tied to my specific society’. (Brink.

Herher, ed. 19,9, p. 10). The director-actor Benjy Francis,

extends this argument, and acknowledges the most fundamental reality

for any South African artist when he states that

I cannot run away from the fact that
I'm i child of apartheid: I'm a child
of South Africa. And whatever I sav
seems to have, or should definitely
have, some colour of that experience.
(Francis. Berber, ed. 1979, p. 158).

But il art is to reflect the social reality of the artist and be

relevant to the audience it addresses, one is still posed with the

problem or what can be defined as 'relevant' communication. Although

obviously not wunique to South African society, the controversy

centring around this issue is demonstrated by the answers received

to a questionnaire sent out to a number of South African artists.

(See Appendix I). It is also an issue which preoccupied the play-

wright Bertolt Brecht, who posed the problem of which 'truths'

were actually worth tel ling. As he sarcastic illy noted: 'Tt is

not untrue that chairs have seats md that rain falls downward'
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But these, he pointed out, are trivial truths, and those who
represent them 'are like oainters adorning the walls of sinking
ships with a still life ....'. (Brecht quoted by Tax. Tax.

Baxandall, ed. 1972, p. 17).

Mered tin lax uses this statement as a basis for her attack on
critics who accept trivia in the name of art. Mimicking what she

believes is a widespread attitude among contemporary critics, she

writes that

a poet's job is to do his thing _
Naturally he will write about what is

i .ipot uani or central to him, personally,
and who am I to interfere with another
man's system of values?'. (Tax.
Baxandall, ed. 1972, pp. 16 -17).

As Tax implies, if a system of values i trivial, if the artist is
oblivious to the larger issues within his environment, he denies

his own potential .s a thinking and feeling human being concerned

WIMi relevant anthropomorphic communication. Her contention finds

support in Diego Rivera's belief that

mhe social struggle is the richest, the
most intense and the most plastic
subject which in artist can choose.
Therefore, on, who is born to be an
artist can certainly not be insensible
to such developments. (Rivera.
Shapiro, ed. 1973, p. 55).

Despite the fact that the works of artists such as Goldberg and

Stopforth are informed by a consciously demonstrated awareness of
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social realities in South Africa, Goldberg does not believe chat
art can play any significant role in the struggle for political
liberation. (Goldberg. University of Cape Town, 1979, p. 126).
Evidently, Taui Stoptorth would agree with this contention, for
although he regards his work as being essentially anthropomorphic
and political in content, he does not believe that it is important
for it to be seen by a mass audience. (Fig. 17). Whether it
becomes visible to twenty or thirty or a hundred people, is, he

maintains, not the issue. He further argues that the act of

communication is

peripheral to the actual making of the
work .... The fact that I deal with

this kina of imagery
subjects] is an attempt to try and

exorcise this constant worrying or
cab-picking'. (Stopforth. T

ed. 1979, p. 54).

For Stopforth, therefore, dealing with issues which are highly
pertinent to the society in which he liles is above all a

personal cathartic proces®.

Significantly, his. interpretation of his position relative to his
own work has the further effect of negating the primary function

of art, i.e. communication, and gives expression to an elitist
attitude through his stated indifference to the general public.

At the mid-1982 'Culture and Resistance Symposiuml held in Gabo lone,
Botswana, the import .ace of ensuring the contrary, i.e. of
upholding the role of art as communication to a mass audience, was

stressed in an anonymously quoted statement
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If a4 play is relevant to our
situation of conflict and if it is
sympathetic to the masses, it will
stilj serve no serious purpose if it
is staged in the wrong olace.

(Art and Conflict in South Africa.
(wulture and Resistance Symposium,
Gaborone, 1982, p. j).

Given the fact that Stopforth deals with highly emotive political
issues Like deatl in detention and detention without trial, a
concern with communicating this content to a wide audience, and not
just the relatively few people who frequent South African commercial
galicrie., would involve a small but highly significant shift in

emphasis.

In contrast to his works, those of black artists working for a
white market are often ineffectual and quite sentimental. 1In an
apparent attempt to appease their white audience, these artists
generally uphold the myth oi the black man as naive and picturesque.
(Fig. 18). Although much of this art, which is now usually
referred to as township art', is typically anthropomorphic in
content, the tendency for blank artists to sentimentalize social
Situations and to produce stereotypical images of their own
population groups finally leaves their works without any real
meaning. As Ozyn ki points out: 'Ultimately, the black artist
has to remove the sting from his story, in order to render it
innocuous for his audience.' (Ozynskt. University of Cape Town,

19/9, p. 35).

Apart from the control of 'township art' by a white market, ic

should also be noted that the art of black cultures is traditionally



f" ! 1, nmtha objects

sijin. 'y 'vsc I1U , s 2 e I1separable from the
1 rbla that the two-dimensional images
«“ I ic.to irtists ire ineffectual and

socially irrelevant. On this basis, a further significant
'iscinet or car b e v swi between con impor ry black theatre, pcetrv
wur-r anJ ¢ :eratu e, and the visual . rts. For while the former
r.av  l:heii . in ora' traditions, . .d like these traditions,

.1 strive to communicate socially i.levant issues to a black
advance, t! ’ 1 s ive shifted wut of their traditional three

dime.; onal medic ad /way irom their traditional black audience.

According co Andre erst, r, blacK and white South African artists
are generally 'technically proficient', but in spite of this their
works 'car. b di:counted -s i levant and out of touch with
contemporary South atrie, i reality'. (Verster. University of Cape
own, 1971. p. 21), Cec I SkOl is similarly argues that 'western
political and cultural domination* in South Africa has ted to 'a
univ irt form qui e detached from rhe present rocial and
po;iticaL trends' (Skotnes "ni rsity of Cape fown, 1979, p. 17).
Wiile these observations are not imaccurate, it could be argued

th..t all works of a: oduced in South Africa yive expression to

ai ess "rally Ique soci.il situation.

Apart fro . the ohvit.s coi;' ol mhich the State has ovei the

er<ee+:on of public :>,c uloture and monuments, there is also
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Ir-dependent sr-. is ; . mon” the' ¢ v , v¢ many ;HRii ,0i- 9o

African painters, including Sumner, Pierne f end Preiler (Fig.
who have devoted their energies to lands*, p x-i ui,. 0
wotkS couid ultimately be said to reflect the whit* man is mastei:
and colonist. As such, their paintings ire an extensi c
topographical works executed in the first wave of drit Ist
colonial expansion in South Africa by artists like Baines and
Daniell.(rig. i ). These images, it could be argued, celebrrec:
the white man's ownership and ctnquest of the land as well as its
people.'0’ As Ozynski points out, the stereotypical depictior
of people in early topographical paintings as well as in many
conten. rary South African works, serves 'to actively reinforce
the idea of white superiority', and this, together with the treat-
ment of the landscape itself, tends to 'mystify ... actual social
and economic relations ....' (Ozynski. University of Cape Towv.
1979, p. 32). Ozynski further argues that . stereotyping o
black man 'transforms the subject Into spectacle for the
benevolent, paternalistic white vicwei ' .m< prevent, the parti
pants rrom evolving active social rc tionrhip'. (Ozynsk

University of Cape Town, 197), p. i;.).

6. Studies on the history of landscape painting in which the
authors concentrate on the social relations depicted in them
are relatively new, but have become increasingly common in
the past decade. Particularly significant for the develop-
ment of this methodology is Barrell* The Dark Side of the
Landscape which considers attitudes to the rural poor refiec red
in the works of Gainsborough, Norland and Constable.

See also L. Bell's 14 olonia' art vI¥'d- i
in the Bibliography. 60
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the more unobtrusive images of thosi who look upon themselves

as independent artists. Among these there are many white South
African painters, including Sumner, Pierneef and Pre Her (Fig. 19)
who have devoted their energies to landscape painting and to the
depiction of the indigenous people o1 southern Africa, but whose
works could ultimately be said to reflect the white man as master
and colonist. As such, thi ir paintings are an extension of the
topographical works executed in the first wave of British
colonial expansion in South Africa by artists like Baines and
Daniel 1.(Fig. 20). These images, it could be argued, celebrate
the white man's ownership and conquest of the land as well as its
people. ’ As Ozynski points out, the stereotypical depiction
of people in early topographical paintings as well as in many
contemporary South African works, serves 'to actively reinforce
the idea of white superiority', ind this, together with the treat-
ment of the landscape itsel, tends to 'mystify ... actual social
ind economic relations ....' (Ozynski. University of Cape Town.
1979, p. 32). Ozynski further argues that a stereotyping of the
black man 'transforms the subject into a spectacle for the
benevolent, paternalistic white viewer' and prevents the partici-
pants from evolving active social relationships. (Ozynski.

University of Cape Town, 197-, p. 12).

b. Studies on the history o. landscape painting in which the
authors concentrate on the social relations depicted in them
are relatively new, but have become increasingly common in
the past decade. Particularly significant for the develop-
ment of this methodology is Barrel 1's The Dark Side of the
Landscape which considers attitudes to the rural poor reflected
in the works of Gainsborough, Norland and Constable.

See also L. Bell's article on colonial art which is listed
in the Bibliography.
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A tendency to aveid contentious issues in this way, to falsify

social conditions, is an accurate reflection of accepted practices
m South Africa. The works of artists like Preller can therefore
be said te give expression to the aims of the dominant ideology by
m\stitying and romanticizing, i.e. distancing the life of the black

man from the reality and experience of the white man. (Fig. 19).

Artists like Bill Amslee, George Boys and '»vin Atkinson, all of

whom have adopted an abstract vocabularly of forms, could also be
said to reinforce the interests of the dominant ideology through an

m .dance of relevant social content. This contention finds

further support in Ozynski's belief that abstraction in the South

African context complements 'the powerfully repressive forces of

State morality through its inability to express an active

opposition to the ruling class. (Ozynski. University of Cape Town,

i 's p. 13). wuiven this situation, one could conclude, as Gavin

Younge does, that

the political and economic dominance of
the white middle classes ensures that it
is their values and their culture which
predominate. (Younge. University of
Cape Town, 1979, p. 42).

This statement finds support in the views of other South African

artists. Verster, however, argues that it is more specifically

the culture of the Afrikaner that predominates. The Afrikaner, he

maintains, has defined both his own identity and that of the other

population groups living in South Africa. (Verster. University

of Cape Town, 1979, P. 22). The effect of this on the visual arts

has been to encourage a state of alienation between the artist and
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CONCLUSION

Whether capitalist or socialist, truly democratic societies
traditionally encourage freedom of peoch and action regardless

of whether this may manifest itseiz in criticism against powerful
and controlling institutions. In these . untri* s the artist is at
liberty to express his own artistic preferences provided that he
does not, in the process, infrin: on the rights of others. Yet
his work is generally quite me ectual: It plays little, if any,
role in the life of most people and is subject to the whims of an
acutely fashin'n-conscious market. "hus regardless of whether the
images he executes are abstract or representational, socially
relevant or not, it would appear that his art often becomes a
peripheral form of entertainment. In many instances it is no more
than a means of enhancing domestic interiors, and in capitalist

countries, it has simply become anot! r form of investmer:-.

In South Africa, which is essentially oligarchic in its political
structure, the State restricts the freedom of the individual.

This restriction of freedom extends to the creation and presentation
of cultural products - music, literature, theatre and the visual
arts - which are all subject to censorship and may even be banned.
The authorities thus pay artists Ithe compliment of saeing them

as ... potentially dangerousl when they do not conform to the canons
laid down by the State. (Dubow. University of Cape Town, 1979,

p. 117). It is, however, significant that in South Africa the visual
arts are considered comparatively innocuous, and unlike literature

and the theatre, they are therefore generally ignored by the



Censorship Board. With very few exceptions this is also true for

art works of a political nature. 111

The reasons for the distinction whv h the South African government
appears to dra«? between the visual ind other art forms is, as
Gavin Younge has pointed ¢ .t with reference to his poster, probably
related to the actual medium of communication rather than jv~t the
content of the work. at ether words, art forms which could

attract a comparatively large audience or which may have a wide
distribution, are subject to far more stringent governmental
scrutiny if they are critical of existing social and political
conditions, than politically or socially motivated painting and
sculpture which are generally inaccessible to the public at large.
Thus, unless the arcs utilize :iss communication techniques or mass

media forms, they evidently pose no significant threat to the

"

authorities.

1. The poster by Gavin Younge disc 'd in Chapter IV is a
significant exception.

f. An important exception to this tendency is provided by
several images of political detainees executed by Paul
Stopforth and chosen to represent South Africa in the Chile
Biennale of 1982, but prevented from leaving this country
becaus* of the government's contention that they could not
be considered 1is representative of masa public sentiment.
This reaction could also be ascribed to the fact that one of
the images, entitled Riko, would have proved politically
embarrassing in the wake of an internmational outcry following
Biko's death in detention. Significantly, the latter
incident also tends to confirm Verster's belief that South
African art is used as i propaganda tool by the authorities,
i.e. that it is only of interest to them if it serves to
promote the country's image abroad.



However, since art generally tends to have a limited relevance and
is incomprehensible to all but an elite tew (Clark. Albrecht,
Barrett and Griff, «ds. 1170), the possibility of communicating
with 2 mass audience :s unlikely. The consequent alienation of
the majority of society by virtue of trie form as well as the
content ot the artwork, thus places the contemporary artist in a

precarious p S$ition.

This situation is augmented by the fact that western artists are
still intent on creating unique objects which are often expensive
and can therefore only be purchaser:;, by the comparatively wealthy
few. This situation persists despite the reality of a world
dominated by mass consumerism. While the trend towards mass
production and mass consumption, particularly in the western world,
has been en ouraced by the forces governing capitalism, artists
have continued to use antiquated modes of production in an apparent
attempt to ensure their own exclusivity and uniqueness in the face

of this development towards greater uniformity.

In most western countries - South Africa included - the major mass
communications media, i.e. radio, television, newspapers and
magazines, are either controlled by the State or by commercial
companies whose primary motivation is the accumulation of profits.
Thus apart from a few 'pirate' radio stations, 'cable* television
stations, and 'alternative* newspapers and magazines which attempt

to counteract the influence of the dominant ideology, but which

tend to have a limited distribution, the only mass communication



form available Co Che artist who hopes to maintain his freedom of

expression is the poster.'”?

Posters combining slogans with colourful ind striking visual

images were originally executed in the late 19th century to

advertise commercial products and theatrical events. Although still
used, in a similar context on modern b.1Iboards, the medium has also
acquired a growing political function in the 20th century. The
suffragettes were the first group to use it extensively as a
propaganda tool, but it has since become i major means of registering
political protest. Its use by university students condemning the
French government during the Paris riots of May 1968, is well
documented. (Fig. .3). More recently, it formed part of the campaign
iauncned by the Solidarity Irade Inion Movement against the stringent

laws controlling personal freedom in Poland.U)

Fosters ot this kind, which are usually executed in an easily
comprehensible style, and located in promir;enr public venues, must
be distinguished from the recent tendency reproduce originally
unique works of art in poster form. For despite this trend, these
unique works of art are still separated from mass produced posters
by fundamental differences of intention affecting both style and

content. This difference is highlight* d in a comparison of the

3. As Gavin Younge's experience suggests, executing posters is
no absolute guarantee (gainst censorship. Nevertheless, it
remains the only mass communications form relatively free
from external control.

4. This discussion is indebted to Harper. (Harper. Millon and
Nochiin, eds. 1980, pp. 150-153). For further information on
the political use of posters, see the above article.



seemingly realist yet inaccessibly hermetic works executed by an
mirtist like Salvador Dali during the late 1920's and early 1930's
dig. 21), with the Constructivist posters of El Lizzitsky in
which a visually striking pattern of forms was combined with
political slogans before being located on large billboards in the
stareets of Moscow during the early 1920's. (Fig. ':, . Thus while
Lizzitsky*s posters were intended for a mass audience,(5) Dali's
paintings were originally executed for an exclusive market. It is
onl;. in recent years that the latter have become widely accessible
through reproduction, and now serve as an inexpensive means of

interior decoration for the general public.

The ideas informing the works of artists, as well as politically
motivated organizations which have used the poster as a means of
mass communication, were of major consideration in the adoption of
this medium for the 'Apartheid' posters which form the practical

component to this research.

Particularly significant to these, as well as to politically
motivated posters, is a desire to communic ite what may be considered
as a socially relevant content,in a comprehensible style,for a

comparatively lirge audience. Responses to the 'Apartheid' posters

While the abstract works of most of the Constructivists

were rejected folio.,ing Stalin's rise to power, the
Productivist wine of the movement remained active in industry
until the eirly 1930's. Lizzitsky continued to execute
political post irs until 19J2. (Fr impton, 1968, p. 267).



suggests that this intention was successfully realized.® *

A further concern in the execution of the posters was the
communication ol a content pertinent to the South African
situation. Believing that the vitality and success of an artwork
depends on a direct relationship to the society in which it is
executed, particular attention was paid to the need to encourage a
greater consciousness of the realities of apartheid. It was,
however, felt that the posters would probably not address an
unlimited audience, particularly since they were created with the
conscious realization that they reflected a personal experience

of, and attitude to apartheid.

\ further desire to break with the elitist and outmoded techniques
which are still used in the works of the majority of visual artists,
led to the decision to have the posters produced by photo-

lithographic means. Furthermore, ' style in;luenced by the clarity

6. Frequent spontaneous contact occurred with people who found
the 'Apartheid* posters accessible enough to feel that they
could contribut. ideas for new posters, to enquire about
existing ones, and to express a preference for, or indicate
the success of some as opposed to others. While response was
obviously encouraged by the location of the posters on the
campus of tne University of the Witwatersrand and on the
streets of Johannesburg, many requests for posters were received.
Moreover, those publiea Ily displayed were often defaced and
covered with graffiti. (See Appendix II). The posters were
sold for R6 <i ¢ lour) md R3 (2 colour) and were taken or
sent to che U.S.A., Britain, Germany, France and Australia.

7. It would be presumptions for a middle class white South
African to reflect on the social conditions of black Soutn
Africans .



advertisements, was adoptc ir a attempt to reach an audience
educated in the un/mb fuout fo/ms oi the medium through constant

exposure.

addition .a the use of everyday objects to give subtle expression
o a negative attitude to the political realities of apartheid,
usual and vernal puns which serve to r veal and extend the
symbolic mplicat,ons of dominant metaphors like the Afrikaner
'"ill CG’lat es 4, -mu 9) and the sheep (Plates 10, 14 and 18)

provide further links with techniques used in advertising.

One of the primary functions of the use of the metaphor is to trans-
fer the concept of separate development to the products appearing
in the posters. While these products have no direct relaticuship
to any political ideology, they are ade to serve as vehicles for
commenting on the system of apartheid. The metaphor is thus seen
as an unexpected but effective means of establishing interactions
between images and ideas. (S) Although it operates through a play
on words which sound the same but have different meanings,the pun

i used in much the ame way as the metaphor.

Simi techniques are us d in contemporary advertisements. But

acreas modern advertising is generally concerned with effecting

a positive association between the product being advertised and

8. Aristotle described metaphors as 'things that are related to
the oiiginal things, and yet notso obviously related - just

as in philosophy also an acute mind will perceive
. -embl-'ncec even in things far apartl. (Johnson, 1981, p. 7).



U te"eel,e* Object °r to which it is linked, th
invert this process. Their primary )
Hi IS

'Apartheid posters

there tore setiricel one since they advertise the concept of

separate development a. t negative product

.0...piece u. u, standing of the posters is dependent on , reasonabv.
ttuert cotmaand of coch nngiish and Afrikaans, as well as an awt s-

i"terac, ion between the -iceral and

01 tha ''SSOCii ioa
figurative meanings of th words and images used. The basic

implications of most of the posts., can, however, he discerned

the use of easily recognizable images like the Afrikaner bull,

uhich is intended to be seem as a verbal pum on the word 'Afrikaner’.
The Afrikaner is. in turn, associated with the etatutory institution

A simila, sde of association

o1 racism in South Africa after 1948.

is a traditional metaphor

operate, in the use of the sheep, which

for the unthinking human being, the 'ja-broer' or yes-man who

follow, political and social dictates without considering the

implications of his actions. Farther associations between the

hull and the idea of obtuse strength and intransigence are also

intended, while the sheep could be seen as its symbolic opposite.

two m.i.j.o. give expression to what may be considered

of white South Africa.

a, irreconcilable characteristic,

In several of the posters an attempt is made to piece the 'Apartheid'

product in a casual, everyday situation (Plate, 1, 3, 4 and 6) to

give expression to a feeling of constant, daily contact with th,

Some of these make a further, literal

reslities of racism.
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of issues concerning colour or race in the South African context.

(Plates 1 and 3).

Where a single image like the bull provides a context for racial
prejudice, additional variable meanings may be implied in the
associated slogan, the product itself or the setting in which it is

placed. Thus Apartheid Filters (Plates 2 and 4) suggests bad health

through an association with cigarettes, and makes reference to the

luea ot filtering, which serves to separate tar from the lungs of
the smoker, much as apartheid serves to separate black from white
South Africans. Similarly, a barren landscape setting (Plate 2)
is intended as a symbol of a society in which there is no growth
or oeauty, while 'twak' is not merely the coarse, pungent, boer
literally

tobacco, but aiso means 'monsense' when it is translated

from the Afrikaans usage of the word (Plate 7).

Apartheid Fat (Plate 9) conflates the English and Afrikaans meanings
oi the word 'slim' (thin and clever) to comment on the stubborn

insistance of the 'obese' white population who live off the fat of

the land; while Petty Apartheid (Plate 13) suggests a pun on the
mindlessness of apartheid through an association with dog food.

It also reaffirms, through the inclusion of a fence, the
separation and bondage of the different population groups implicit
in Apartheid Filters (Plates 2 and 4), while the ’Beware of
the dog/ Pasop vir die hond' sign suggests a potential for
aggression. The verbal metaphor used in Apartheid Nuts (Plate 17)
works on a pun involving the implication of madness, as well as

the idea of a 'hard nut', i.e. a problem for which there is no



tiasy solution and which can therefore not be 'cracked' at will.

Apartneid Skyties (Plate 20) suggests geographical fragmentation

and is intended as a refer, nee to the 'chips' or homeland 'segments'
prescribed by the policy of separate development. Another analogy
is that drawn between the Voortrekker Monument and the idea of

monumental propaganda to which totalitarian governments often

resort. (Fig. 21).

The posters and wallpaper dealing with the 'ja-broer' theme ail
the sheep as a symbol of conformity, but like the Afrikaner

bull posters, their meanings ultimately vary in relation to the

product and its setting. Thus the hieratic image of a figure

wearing a sheep-covered tie, serves to foreground the conservatism

of the ever-conforming yes-man (Plate 18), while the sheep-
covered wallpaper is a metaphor for yes-men who cover up social and
political realities through an unwillingness to break away from the
conservative racist flock. (Plate 14). Less explicit is the 'ja-
broer aerosol can (Plate 10) which is a reference to poisonous
insecticides, or altermatively, to deodorants, the instant but

temporary answer to bad smells.

In tnree of the posters, colloquial phrases or words of abuse
appear in the associated slogans, but are also extended, either

literally or figuratively, to the visual images. Apartheid se Voet

9. It should be noted that the execution of the wallpaper
involves an intention which accords directly with that of
the posters. In both instances, the primary aim was to

achieve mass communication of a socially relevant content.
IThe intention in choosing wallpaper as a medium was there-
fore determined by the metaphorical associations suggested
in the idea of covering something up.



<PUte 51' 10°Sely tr,,,,sUc‘d 'aparchoid be damned', uses she

'velskoen' a, a reference r,, she emphasis which is placed on skin
coiour in Soush Africa, while she shoe itself [. poised in |,

threatening position. Mattheid s. Moerknffi. (Plate 11) relies

on an association between the liters' meaning of moer (ground - as

in ground or filter coffee - and bolt), and the crude metaphorical

reference to violence in the colloquial phrase, ‘'els sal jou moer'.

The screws, rather than ground coffee found in association with

the packet, provide a further extension of this metaphor through

the phrase: 'screw you', which can be associated with the Afrikaans

Phrase,'jou na se moer'. Die.Poos (Plate 15) also has crude and

derogatory implications through the figurative use of the word

doos' in Afrikaans. A further reference is mad, to matches,

Which are literally inflammable, as well as to the idea of worthless

values through the name 'whit, elephant'. On closer inspection.

What appears to be a white elephant, proves to be a mammoth .

fhis draws attention to the fact that apartheid, like the mammoth,

should be extinct.

association between apartheid, and the concept

in the past and having outmoded ideas, is established in Apartheid
Airwajrs (Plate 12), where an antiquated mode of transport is given

ironic implications through an association with a common catch-phrase

Of modern airline advertisements. Furthermore, the phrase 'fly now,

pay later... ' suggests future retribution in the face of the

present lack of concern towards racial discrimination in South Africa.

The representation of a 'laager' on the can of lager beer in the

Apartheid bager poster (Plate 16), is another reference to an out-
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moded torm oi transport, the ox-wagon, which the Voortrekkers used

to form 'laagers' when threatened from without. Hence, too, the

implication of a 'laager mentality', a colloquialism commonly used

Co give expression to the idea of a limited, self-interested,
defensive and narrow perception of a situation. Further

negative references to apartheid are intended through the association

with alcoholism in the degrading context of a ,utter.

The lemon in Apartheid Lemon (Plate 8) hovers above the landscape,
a bitter, acidic bomb which threatens to fall and explode. At the
same time the policy of separate development is seen to be a
lemon , i.e a 'bad buy' or a 'dud'. The bottle of 'witblits'

m -he “.cbUts poster (Plate 19) refers to the potent home-brew
of the power-drunk Afrikaner whose authority was established in
1948 with the election of the Nationalist Party to govern South
Africa. Furthermore, ic refers to the destructive white lightning

Iwitolits translated into English) of apartheid.”*

In most oi the posters, a blatant and direct association of Apart-

heid with South Africa is ensured through the 'Product of South

Africa/Produk van Suid Afrika' label which serves to reaffirm the

inescapable reality that apartheid is a product of South Africa.

Although a dependence on metaphor has, at times, been regarded as

a means of ensuring exclusivity and alienation, and has even been

referred to as 'the most radical instrument of dehumanization' by

10. The above explanations present some, but not all of the

associations implicit in the posters.
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Ortega y Gasset fOrtega y Gasset, 1968, p. 35), (11} its present
use in advertising suggests that it may be able to overcome these
problems. Thus it was intended that the creation of metaphorical
apai theid products, rather than the use of images of violence
and horror to which people are constantly exposed in newspapers,
magazines, films and television, and against which they therefore
tend to build up a defensive armour, would invite interest through
their unexpected and novel use of a medium general i’ reserved for

commercial advertisements.'1"'

Throughout the period in which the posters were e> cuted, an
awareness of the inability of the visual ar ;jst to remain socially
and politically neufai, was maintained. ' ; The belief that the
function, form and content of the artwork is inevitably informed
by external forces, i.e. by ideological, social, pol tical and
economic considerations, has therefore been of seminal importance

both to the Apartheidl posters and to the present dissertation.

It must be realized that Ortega y Gasset's statement was made
in 192> when his book, The Dehumanization of Art was first
published, i.e. before the development of modern advertising
techniques.

This potentially positive function of the metaphor is
recognized by Aristotle, who maintained that it could play

a 'philosophically significant role in the making of persuasive
irgumen s . .letaphor, he maintained, 'is a powerful means

of achieving insight'. (Johnson. 1981, 5).

This problem is dealt with in the Introduction and Chapter
Two. (See also Tax. Baxandall, ed. 1972).
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APPENDIX I

In an attempt to gauge the attitude to art of artists living and

working in South Africa, , sent out a questionnaire to seventy

South African artists on 1st February, 1982. My intention was to

determine their views on the function, relevance and meaning of

fheir own work, as well as their attitude to the role of art in

gen.;il. Nineteen replies were completed and returned, while

several of the questionnaires sent to black artists were

evidently incorrectly addressed and returned unopened. The majorit;

ct artists to whom the questionnaire was sent were chosen at random

trom a booklet published by the South African Association of Arts,
although several known through personal association were also

asked to answer the questions.

The questionnaire comprised five different ions:

le What is the relevance of art?
What, form of art do you produce?
3. Is your artwork relevant?
Is your artwork relevant within the South African context?

3. Any further comments?

The questionnaire thus focused on the problem of relevance in art;

the artist's personal interpretation ard definition of the term

itself; the relevance of his work with regard to form,which can

be variously interpreted as a reference to the technique, style,

medium, and content; and the artist's perception of the specific
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— ctlt! relevance of art?

Three " tiStS did — =hU question. Those ,,ho dld,

monsidered the Problem of relevance as both complex and

it is determined by factors such as

relative, argui,, 8 that
the arUSt'S PerSOn',1Uy ald P«aaptio, of the world, the
attitude of his audience to the role of art, the influence

°f fhe society in which h- live., a. well as

-He historical tactors to which He is subjected. (Robert

Hodgins, ferry Mng, Paul Stopforth and Gunter van der Reis)

However, most of those who answered the questionnaire

ultimately concluded that relevance is determined by

essentially personal, private issues, with emphasis being

Placed on the autonomy of the artist and his work. (Erica

Surry, Richard Chealee.Christo Coetzee, Robert Hodgins,

auiniu Stercke). Consequently, almost all the respondents

believed that their art addresses a very small,elite audience

Paul Stopforth) and that it has no relevance to the general

public. (Robert Hodgins and Christo Coetzee).

of arc do you produce?

THis question was motivated by a desire t* ,rmine whether

or not answers given to the first and secom .uesti'ons
could be reconciled with answers given to the third and fourth

questions.

P U 'UCh 1 "I'ived, most people spoke about

the anthropomorphism of their work, usually adding certain

qualifications in an attempt to clarify preference, with



regard to style and content, and also indicated the medium

and techniques used. Several did not, ncvever, recognize

the intended ambivalence of the word 'form' as a possible

reference to technique and medium as well as style and

content.

Is your artwork relevant?

All those who answered the question maintained that their

work is relevant but often gave no indication of the possible

reasons for coming to this conclusion. (Walter Battiss,

Erica Berry, Larry Scully). Those who did discuss the

relevance of their work tended to repeat answers given to

the tirst question: They therefore spoke of a generally

unspecified personal n levance (Christo Coetzee, Jo Rorich,

Helmut Starcke, Paul Stopforth), or relevance to a limited

audience.

JjLry.2.ur artwork relevant within the South African context?

The majority of artists seem to feel that a specific context-

ualization of art with regard to time and place is limiting

and irrelevant. Instead, relevance is seen in terms of what

are said to be universal issues, usually dealt with in

anthropomorphic terms. Most of the respondents thus believe

that they can give expression to ideas toat are universally

valid through i personal perception of 'truth'. Some artists

(Erica Berry and Terry King) do, however, regard a specificity

of context as important to their work: both use the natural



indigenous environment as source material, in contrast to

this.Helmut Starcke stresses the need to decontextualize art

altogether, maintains that he regards it as an indulgence of

the senses,and believes that the work which is 'engaged,

applied, tunctional ... is less and less Art (with a

capital A.)'

Any further comments?

IThe additional comments received attempted to extend or

clarity answers given to the previous questions. But

several artists used this space, as well as that provided

tor answering the previous questions, to criticize my

assumed intentions and the questionnaire itself. The questions

appear to have been perceived as threatening, and answers

received were therefore defensive and often rude and

derisive.
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The posters were produced in 1981 and 1982 and were located mainly
on the streets of Johannesburg and Che campus of the University of
:In; Witwatersrand. In the city centre and selected suburban areas
they were placed in shop windows, on walls, poster boards, vacant
sites, building sites and any other places which did not infringe
on municipal by-laws controlling damage to public and private
property. In most instances. the posters were placed where other
posters - generally advertisements for theatre, movie and live
musical entertainment - had already been located. Several suitable
new locations were also discovered in the process, and have since
been appropriated by local commercial advertisers using the poster
medium. On campus, the posters were located on the notice boards
scattered along main walkways, in the Senate House Sweet Shop,

and the front window ind notice board of the Gertrude Posel Gallery.
Several posters were also published in student literary and
commercial magazines: Wits %its 'b1 contained two posters anu
Frontline Vol. 2, No. 1, 1981, published a further three posters,
whil- two also appeared in Wits Student Vol. 33, No. 13, 1981 and

one in Itet Vol. 1, No 1, october 1982.

The Frontline and Wits Student posters were accompanied by inter-
& in which 1 tried t. express my attitude to the role of art
m ociety. Posters were also exhibited as part of the student
Art Exhibition hi Id in the Gertrude Posel and Studio galleries at the

beginnir m o 1982. Yh< le were past'd up in the courtyard separating
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T-junction at Louis Botha Avenue and Bedford Road, Rate gh Street,

Rocky Street and Cornmer Rocky and Raymond Streets.

With the exception of two inst-nces in which they were exhibited in

a gallery situation, the posters were therefore located in areas

with a potential for mass communication. As

is apparent .r» the

locations chosen, particular emphasis was placed on the city centr,

and northern suburbs of Johannesburg. This selection is deliberate

and was motivated by a belief that while the relevance of the works

to the South African context may be widespread, they would

inevitably reflect the perception and attitudes of a white middie

class South African. Thus although reactions to the posters were

received from blacks and whites alike, they were consciously directed

the white elite of the northern suburbs and Wits Campus.

Apart from the people who wrote, telephoned o1 made persona

enquiries about the posters, there were many more who tried to

destroy or mutilate them, r alternmatively, vt remove them with the
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obvious intention of keeping them. [Ibis, as wt!l as comments
written in tavour of, or against the visual and verbal implications
of the posters, have been recorded in photographs included in the

present appendix (1)

A more comprehensive visual documentation of the location <t the
posters, as well as the responses which they encouraged, will form

part of the exhibition of the practical work.

Also recorded because it was felt to be of considerable
significance to the research, is the fact that political
posters were often placed on or around the 'Apartheid'
posters, thereby strengthening and giving continuity to
the messages contained in both.
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Title; 'Apartheid Filters'
18,5 x 25 era.
Med i urn:
rum Photographic lithograph
(4 colours)
-1 <tion:

Wits Wits 1981
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licit!: 'Apartheid se Voetl

Size: 31 x *2,5 cm.

Photographic lithograph
(2 colours)

1€r-1LLi!2: Streets oi Wits Campus
Wits Fine Arts Student

Exhibition 1982,
Front Iinr Vol. 2.,
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Quantity: + 160
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