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The Power of Art
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Art has always influenced people in many different ways throughout history. It not only has
the power to influence us directly with our emotions as a viewer and challenge our thoughts,
but also raises awareness around issues other than the mainstream political narrative. For the
purposes of this essay the keywords Context, Sincerity and Activism, which are vehicles to
create change in people and society, will be discussed.

Context

It is a widely held view that artists’ experience of life often plays a fundamental role in the art
that they create, and this is most commonly reflected and expressed in the context of their
work Brieber et al. (2014) argue that the influence of a piece of art is not only affected by the
context of the artist, but also where it was created geographically and culturally. This in turn
plays a pivotal role in how the viewer interprets the work. This interpretation is also mirrored
and influenced by the viewers’ own context (Brieber et al.2014).

This essay now turns to Jamie Reid who is a good example of how context can influence an
artist. According to Maguire (2010), Reid’s work contains reoccurring themes of Druidism,
social and political reform, a strong bond with the natural world, and an interest in alternative
lifestyles. Jamie Reid was born in 1947 in Croydon Surrey (Tate, 2021). John and Nora Reid
took Jamie and his brother to antinuclear protests from a young age “Both my parents have
given me so much. The whole family is steeped in a kind of spiritual socialism” (Savage,
1987, cited in Maguire, 2010, p. 2). Reid’s great uncle George Watson MacGregor Reid was
a leader in the Druid Order of England at the beginning of the twentieth century (Maguire,
2010, p. 3). Reid went to school at John Ruskin School Croydon and studied art at Croydon
College of art with Malcom McLaren (Tate, 2021). Reid took part in a sit-down protest at
Croydon college of Art (Hunt, 2018). This period could be seen as the start of his activism in
social and political reform.






Steeped in his context, Reid’s art has always been rebellious in nature. He relies heavily on
symbols that have been present in his life and works. With McLaren and the Sex Pistols, his
famous works defined the punk era (Robb, 2006). He has a history of rebellion against the
political system (Punk Museum of Youth Culture, 2021). This agenda of rebellion against
politics and power is evident in his piece Learn from the Past, Live in the Present, Look to the
Future - Figure 1 (2011). Here, the Queen who is immediately recognisable in black and
white, is a reworking of Reid’s previous artwork for the Sex Pistols ‘God Save the Queen’.
The image is torn and pasted down using collage, a style favoured by Reid and used in his
previous works (Isis, 2010). The Queen’s face is flanked either side of the image by cut outs
of the financial global banks, the real power behind the figurehead of the Queen.

It can further be argued that he undermines the Queen’s authority through the contrast of her
defaced image alongside the rebellious Boudicca on a chariot going into battle. Boudicca was
the queen of the Iceni tribe around 60-61 ad. (Somerset Fry, 1978). A true queen of Britain as
opposed to the present monarch descended from German stock. The rearing horse at the head
of a chariot may evoke the urgency that Reid so often states for change. This image of
rebellion serves as a dual purpose — a vehicle of change for the common man, the
environment and our future. It could be claimed that Reid’s experience of going to Anti-
nuclear protests with his parents clearly played a key role in the nurturing these ideals.
(Savage, 1987, cited in Maguire, 2010, p. 2).

It is also worth considering the heavy Pagan influence in this piece. The title is reversed in
the image (Figurel) and this works like a spell being wound as it states ‘Look to the future,
live in the Present and learn from the Past’ around the edges of the piece. The image is split
between light and Dark, night and day, Yin and Yang (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2021) with
Reid’s words “a time for magic” calling for change. This could be seen as further evidence of
the rich Pagan traditions that played a key role in the context of his life. His reworking of the
Pagan sigil for earth and fire has been used previously in Reid’s work (Beyer, 2019). The
sigil is also used as part of the branding on his web site (Reid, 2017). This draws the viewer
back to historical elements in Reid’s art.

Sincerity

Moving on now to consider sincerity. According to Tolstoy (1962) “the most important
quality of any work of art for the viewer and artist is its sincerity. A true work of art
expresses original thoughts and feelings.” Sincerity in art could be explained as an open and
honest expression of self by the artist. When an artist is sincere, this may create a hidden
language that the viewer can relate to. When a sincere emotion is expressed in a piece of art,
the viewer may be able to interpret it through their own experience, creating a deeper
connection. This connection with the art may move the viewer to react to it and has the
potential to influence change.

In respect to sincerity let us now turn to Jean-Michele Basquiat. It is almost certain that
Basquiat’s art has a power, as there is a sense of freedom in his painting style which is unique
and easily recognisable, expressing himself openly, processing his thoughts and feelings in
his art. There seems to be no pretence in his art, it could be seen as a direct representation of
himself and his experience. His paintings are like a child’s nightmare, as if to frighten the
viewer and bring them closer to their emotions, they reveal a vulnerability, the inner
workings of the artists mind (Millington, 2021). This sincerity of expression gives Basquiat a
real freedom, he is being honest to his context, he evokes emotion in his artistic dialogue and



creates change for the viewer, divining a shared experience with the artist. Often you are
confronted by the artist as you look at his work, he stares back at you through his art.
Basquiat's style is raw and full of energy, the depictions of heads and bodies show a turmoil
of thought and an inner war with his own body and the world that he inhabits. He appears to
be sincere with his emotions and has no pretence about laying them bare in his artwork.

The power of his art may come from the way the pieces were created. There is vitality in the
flowing movement of his mark making, his brush marks show an energy a dance charged
with rhythm and movement as if the ritual ceremony of creating this brings this artist to a
place of realizing his art (Tate, 2021). The way the backgrounds are built up in many layers,
like the graffiti of the city walls, messages lost, as new ones are thrown out onto the
consciousness of the passers-by and world. There is a mash up of cultural signifiers within
Basquiat's art. The context of his life, a world full of symbols and signs: Billboards, tv
branding, modern culture and religions. He rebrands these to create his own narrative on the
external and internal world he is navigating through (Tate, 2021). Basquiat’s art gives the
impression that he is trying to find his place, in the world and in himself. His art could be a
way of trying to make sense of the world as he experienced it, as a black man growing up on
the streets of New York, far removed from his up bringing.

==

Figure 2 - (No Titlt.e/FaIIen Angel by Jean-Michel Basquiat, 2020)

His painting known as ‘Fallen Angel’ Figure 2, is soaked with this energy. The composition
of the piece and its disjointed chaos. The ‘Fallen Angel’ fractured and broken is a pure
expression of that moment, Basquiat captures the energy held as he sincerely expresses



himself in an orgy of paint and form; his layers of paint work in his art could be seen as an
exorcism of his inner demons on canvas. There is a sense of vulnerability as he honestly
portrays his emotions in this painting, in many ways, the ‘Fallen Angel’ in the painting is
black, looking down on the world as an outsider. The halo is like a transmitter pushing out
the feelings of the artist and in return absorbing the viewers own reality of life into the broken
body of the angel, who possibly is a representation of the artist as a black man and his
culture.

The image looks like Basquiat is painting himself, it feels as if he expresses his inner self, the
layers of the painting almost three dimensional, as the viewer spirals through the artists
thoughts, emotions and expressions of self and experience in a rollercoaster ride of visual
stimuli. Nothing is fixed. His work is emotional, energetic, and raw, a sincere picture of a
black artist in 1970s America trying to make sense of himself and the world around him.

Activism

In the section that follows it will be shown how art gives artists a way of expressing
themselves and to convey a message, be it personal or political and it influences those who
see it (Jowett and O'Donnell, 2019). Whether it creates its objective and changes the viewers
point of view to that of the artist it at least raises an awareness or dialog in the viewer and
society as its effect ripples out into the public conscience like a pebble being thrown into a
pond. “Activist art is a term used to describe art that is grounded in the act of ‘doing” and
addresses political or social issues” (Tate, 2021).

Bob and Roberta Smith, real name is Patrick Brill, is an artist and activist who can be seen to
use his art to highlight the importance of art in society. Smith uses his art to influence people
and politics, particularly the art education policy (Ball, 2020). A voice of the people for the
people, creating and promoting the making of art to create change. Smith grew up in an
artistic family, the son of artists Fredrick Brill and Diedre Borlase. His father was an art
lecturer and head of art in The Chelsea School of Art between 1965-1979 (Tate, 2021).
Creativity and art were a way of life in his family, and this may have him led to create his
later art that argues everyone should have the opportunity to express themselves and learn
about art. He empowers people through his events and workshops to be creative (Smith,
2021). Smith states in his work that art gives children a voice and makes people powerful and
this is why his message is so important for society today (Wilson, 2016).
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Figure 3-(DesignCurial, 2021)

His artwork ‘Letter to Michael Gove’ Figure 3- (2011) had the purpose of condemning and
questioning the policies of the then Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove (2021)
which were to push art to the back of educational curriculum and favour maths, English, and
science (Delaney, 2015). Smith started the Art Party in 2013 as a form of activism, using art
to give people a voice to promote the importance of art to the Government and question
Gove’s agenda (Wilson, 2016).
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Smith’s simple direct message is repeated by Smith in multiple pieces of art that he has
created under the title ‘All Schools Should be Art Schools’ Figure 4,5,6 the message never
getting lost or diluted. Its message is that art should be as important as core subjects in all
schools.

Smith delivers his manifesto in simple yet powerful artworks, this form of art is effective in
the realm of activism because it brings to mind the simple demands made by the public
petitioning the powers that be through the use of placards and banners similar to those carried
by protesters around the world throughout the centuries. Smith spent time in New York
where he trained as a sign writer (Illuminate Productions, 2021). This may have influenced
his art in his use of typography. The type of lettering in his art is similar to the early punk cut
and paste style. At the time Smith was studying in London it was at the heart of the British
Punk movement, a time of chaos in Britain with Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister (Punk
Museum of Youth Culture, 2021). It could be argued that this has influenced his art and
indeed his activism.



Discussion

If anything, art is... about morals, about our belief in humanity. Without that, there
simply is no art. - Ai Weiwei (TATE, 2021).

This essay has set out through three key words, to discuss how art challenges people to
explore emotions, themes, and ideas. The research has investigated how the context of these
artists is not only vital to their art, but also very different and unique to each. Each artist in
this essay could be viewed as non-conformist; they are often viewed as an outsider living on
the fringes of society commenting on their experience of it. This can create change by giving
the viewer a different perspective on their own lives. In addition, the creation of art can
clearly be seen as a way of celebrating life and moving humanity forward through active
change. As outlined, all chosen artists are sincere in their art, expressing themselves honestly
in what they believe, offering a deeper connection with audiences, thus leading to greater
change. This subliminal, emotional, and intellectual connection on an individual level has the
power to lead to emotional, ideological, and societal change. This essay has highlighted an
interest in the power of art to create change. Further exploration of how this change is
achieved in different types of art will lead to the thesis question: Art as a change agent: How
and why art creates change? In order to explore this question several areas will be analysed,
namely iconic, cultural, and art based on propaganda. Other schools that will form the basis
of the dissertation question will also be various art movements throughout history and finally
the influence of art as a catalyst for change.

My research question is:
Art as a change agent: How and why art creates change?
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