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Ways of Perceiving: Political Context in Artwork
Ben Ballantyne 

This essay will discuss political context in artwork surrounding the theme of conflict with anti-war and violence ideologies through the perspective of the artists, photographers and the media, further more compare how the reality of the issue is perceived by society. 
Artists have been selected to support the argument of howanti-war and violence issues are depicted. Therange of artists included covers a variety of different media spanning from fine art, graphic design to street art and illustration,highlighting the relevance of the subject and influence on society. The artists chosen are Pablo Picasso, John Heartfield, Banksy, TomiUngerer,Vivienne Scholl and Goya.Support is provided through theorists and photographers such as Karl Marx, Jay Ruby, Jacob Riis and Roland Barthes and their perception of related ideologies.

The topic,‘Political Context in artwork’, analyses the theme of conflict. The artwork that has been selected expresses the issues of conflict ranging from war and policies to gun control in America. The issues that are explored are relevant to the topic and society in general. As we area progressive race in the digital age, we are inter-connected to voice our opinions as well as 'change public discourse on critical issues’ (Blum.2016). As Anthony Fauci, an American scientist and author, has stated "The world is a place that is so interconnected that what happens in another part of the world will impact us."(Fauci,2007) This supports how political context in artwork is not only relevant, but also how we can connect with artists raising awareness ofpolitical issues. This is also apparent in the film and music industry due to how the 87th Annual Oscars were 'highly politicized'(Coyle,2017) this year along with 'politics'and'heartfelt speeches about women's rights, immigration, suicide prevention, governmental surveillance and race'(Coyle,2017).This in turn inspires the people of the world to voice their opinion against the government of what is right and wrong.






The first artwork by Francisco De Goya to be analysed is a painting 'El Tres De Mayo' (1814). The painting has a non-heroic portrayal reinforcing how battles can be ‘horrible’ and ‘not noble’ (Puchko, 2015). This is due to his naturalistic and chiaroscuro style of painting,which makeswar and its casualties look ‘grotesque’(Puchko, 2015).This painting depicts the Spanish war and acts as a way of showing the brutal violence of several innocent lives. The artwork below remains relevant to the recent events of war that occurs in the Middle East.
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[image: ]Another painting that shows the brutalities of war is Pablo Picasso's, 'Guernica'(1937), which remains 'the most powerful anti-war statement of modern times' (BBC:2013). The painting illustrates once again how innocent casualties can become affected by the true horrors and nature of war and its violence. However, the style of the painting is much more sophisticated using the angular elements of Cubism to illustrate the context of the artwork rather than show it realistically.
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Both paintings above can be perceived as a way of ensuring that the viewer not only experiences the political context to sympathise with the people within the painting, but it is also important that they understand the message. This is supported by Roland Barthes theory of the 'Reality Effect' (Ankersmit, 1994)that the viewer see's what the photographer see's both figuratively and literally.








It should be known that certain artists or photographers tend to use filters over their artwork. Overtime there have been established visual codes that documentary photographers follow which include the printing of black borders, monochrome and graininess.
The theory of using filters to convey emotion, sympathy and inspiration is a concept that Jacob Riis used withflash photography to 'document the dark, over-crowded tenements, grim saloons and dangerous slums' (Stamp, 2014) of New York City. To simplify Jacob Riis’ photography theory, he had what Theodore Roosevelt said “the great gift of making others see what he saw and feel what he felt.” (Stamp, 2014)
Jacob Riis Theory can be applied to the political context that is portrayed in this artwork below which is known as Deutsche Eicheln (German Acorns, 1933). The artwork uses a high grain filter as a way of exposing the sickly nature of Hitler's power and influence in the Nazi regime over Germany to the world.  In a political context, the broken oak tree with bombs and soldiers as acorns and Hitler watering the tree symbolises evil corruption, which acts as an anti-war message before World War II had begun.
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These two designs of artworks share the same ideology using Karl Marx’s theory on class conflict. In political context, there is a divide of conflict between the public and politicians. The anti-gun poster designed by Scholl pushes the ideology for gun control, where as the anti-war poster known as 'Eat'(1967) by Tomi Ungerer uses an acerbic satire andboldly etched caricature style as part of the movement to pull the US out of the Vietnam War in 1967. From this we can tell that political context in artwork can inspire people to take action against these issues in the world, instead of feeling sympathy. 
“If the concern is poverty why not stop transforming the poor into icons of pity and explore it’s causes, that is, examine the sources of economic power and display the lifestyle of those who profit from inequalities.” (Ruby, 1992:15)
Jay Ruby’s statement above creates a contrast to the aftermath of the mass shootings in America along with the Vietnam War. Instead of feeling sympathy on social media, the ‘March For Our Lives’ protest is the result of taking action against the issues and these designs inspire others to do so.Both artworks also represent the class conflict between the vocal majority and the government,as supported by Karl Marx's Class Conflict Theory.
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Fig 4: 
Scholl.v
 (2013) 
Together We Can End Gun Violence
 [Graphic Design] America
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In contrast if we look at the contemporary work of Banksyand the graffiti painting Flower Thrower from 2005, this alsotackles another political issue of violent unrest. The mysterious artist who is only recognisedas Banksy through his work, seems to be promoting an anti-war and pacifistic message which is to wage peace, not war. In a political context,it seems that Banksy is using the idea of throwing flowers in a way of changing the perception of the protestors, in contrast to John Heartfield’s ‘German Acorns’ painting, which depicts Hitler as a corrupt leader of the Nazi regime.
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In conclusion, the study of contrasting artworks shownreveals how ideologies and perception of a topic in a political context can spark different reactions from the viewer. It will most certainly reinforce or challenge the viewer’s opinion and inspire them to take action, participate in solving the issues of conflict, instead of feeling sympathy. The visual representation of a message is more than just a piece of artwork, it is a method used as a socially charged tool for mass communication. Any design of artwork with political context helps to portray our thoughts on what goes on and increases our ability to interconnect with others around the world.
          In bringing these works together, it is hoped that the viewer will see these pieces of artworks as a reflection of the conflict issues that are relevant in today’s society. More specifically the artworks by Goya, Picasso and Banksy are visual representations of the repetition of conflict spanning hundreds of years. 
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