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Question 1: ‘From the MESSAGE, MEDIUM, CONTEXT research strand lectures, choose a theme, movement, or selection of artists or designers that relate to your practice or interests, and construct a 2,500-word essay. Critically assess primary themes, key writers, and relevant practitioners.’

Word Count: 2288

A Critical Analysis of how Politics is Communicated Through Imagery

In this essay I will analyse and assess the communication of political ideals and activism through imagery and come to conclusions about reoccurring themes that relate to various art forms. I will use my knowledge and interest in this topic to inform the artists and pieces that I analyse. The references I use in this essay will highlight the best examples of political artists, artwork and movements through the ages. I will take a look at the advancement and evolution of how politics is communicated through different mediums and come to a conclusion on why political imagery is a symbol of anarchism and rebellion, as well as being successful at making statements that spark discussion. 
I intend to analyse politics in photomontage and street art to discover the impact that these art forms have on society. 

Making a political statement through the art of photomontage was defined by the Dada movement that was formed in Zurich in Switzerland during the First World War. Art, poetry and performances were created in order to reflect the horrors and absurdity of that period of time and it soon became an art form that held a completely new value than ever before. As well as being anti-war, Art belonging to the movement is also anti-bourgeois and radically left-wing. The founder, Hugo Ball, created a nightclub called ‘Cabaret Voltair’ and a magazine which he named ‘Dada’. This was the first of many pieces belonging to the Dada movement which eventually led to the rise of the Surrealism movement that began once the war was over. (Tate, 2019).

An artist that encompassed the fundamentals of the Dada movement was Raoul Hausmann, a founding member of the Berlin Dada group. He used the medium of photomontage as a way to question and protest against politics throughout the early-to-mid 1900’s. His piece named ‘The Art Critic’ (Fig.1) is one of his most famous, that sparks controversy of who and what the photomontage symbolises. The piece was finished in the year 1920 and was created using the lithographic method and printed paper on paper. The artwork is thought to have been assembled from a mixture of sources, including a poem poster (background) and various clippings from magazines and photographs (foreground).
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Figure 1. ‘The Art Critic’ (R. Hausmann, 1920) (Tate, 2019)



The Art Critic (R. Hausmann, 1920), is said to include the head of George Grosz from a portrait of him from 1920 however, Grosz’ son believes that the head of the figure bares more resemblance to that of Richard Huelsenbeck but claims that the silhouette to the bottom right of the artwork could be his father. The substitution of the figure’s eyes and mouth are “an impression of corruption which is reinforced by the fragment of a German banknote which appears to penetrate the critic's neck from the back like a dagger” (Tate, 2019). This analogy makes sense to me as the imagery signifies an indirect belief that the bourgeois would stab the public in the back. It is also suggested that the aforementioned shadowy silhouette was intended to signify the looming shadow of the bourgeoisie and it’s frustrating, masked and cynical presence. 

Imagery is incredibly powerful in today’s currant state. The amount of influence that Western media and social media has on society in this day and age makes is easy to attain and share on a mass scale. It encourages people to perceive serious topics in a better light and can inspire people to become more involved in making changes to the world around them. Political photomontage artists, Cat Phillips and Peter Kennard (‘Kennardphillips’), create imagery that tackles politics in Britain. Since becoming a partnership in 2002, after Kennard used his technique to combat the anti-Vietnam movement and create images for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, Kennard and Phillips moved their attention towards the Iraq war. (British Journal of Photography, 2017). This phase of their partnership brought pieces like Tony Blair’s ‘Photo-Op’ image (fig.2) depicting Blair standing in the foreground taking a selfie in front of an explosion in a desert landscape.
[image: ]











Figure 2. ‘Photo-Op’ (C. Phillips and P. Kennard, 2007) (BJP, 2017)


This image is made up of three separate photographs in order to communicate a political message referring to Blair’s involvement in sending the British Army to Iraq on the belief that Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction, which was later proved to be false. This decision lead to the deaths of between 500,000 and a million people. The book, ’50 People Who Messed Up the World’ states “He was viewed with almost universal contempt: manipulative, evasive and, if not downright stupid” (Parker, 2018). 
Kennard and Phillips claim their work is an “act of re-imaging the powerful – be it political personality, corporate power or the content of Murdochian bilge – through ripping them up, mashing them together, desecrating them and outwitting them through surreal juxtaposition, this self-initiated act of creative destruction is deeply empowering, and is born from a need to publicly express one’s own anger with and dissent from the powers that be.”(Phillips, 2017). In my opinion, this quote encompasses the rebellion that drives political photomontage artists to make the statements that they do with their artwork for the pleasure of themselves and their socialist audience. 


Graffiti was first introduced in Philadelphia in the year 1967 by the writer and artist, ‘Cornbread’. He initially started to use spray-paint to ‘tag’ walls to capture the attention of a girl but later went on to use tagging to gain attention from the community and the media. Graffiti started to become a visual, political protest and a way of announcing identity and opinion. In 1968, the street artists, ‘The Situationists’ took to the streets during the Race Riots in Washington and were vocal when the social and political unrest began after the leader of the Civil Rights Movement, Martin Luther King was assassinated. Due to the art form being so quick and permanent, the practice soon moved into New York and gradually across the continent and the rest of the world as a new way for artists to express themselves and feel seen and heard. 
Graffiti without consent is labelled vandalism and is against the law. Artists take advantage of this and use it to gain attention and publicity through anarchism. Spray painting and tagging sends a much greater message this way and communicates their desperate need to make a point and spark controversy in order to be listened to.
Graffiti began to creep into the United Kingdom in the 80s, originating in Bristol. By this time, Graffiti started to be considered an artform and became known as ‘street art’, although there are still conflicting opinions about what qualifies as street art to this day.

Bristol became a creative hub for street artists and still holds a reputation for its extravagant wall murals that are spread across the city. The world-renowned artist, Banksy, creates highly controversial, left wing graffiti using detailed stencils which define the purpose of street art. He tackles a wide range of societal issues in his work and the statements he makes with his work are so anti-government that his identity is still a well-kept secret, even though he has been an active street artist since the 90s. He is an international icon and was selected by TIME magazine as “one of the world’s top 100 most influential people in 2010” (Ellsworth-Jones, 2013). In an interview with Smithsonian Magazine he described his art form: “You don’t have to go to college, drag ’round a portfolio, mail off transparencies to snooty galleries or sleep with someone powerful, all you need now is a few ideas and a broadband connection. This is the first time the essentially bourgeois world of art has belonged to the people. We need to make it count.”(Banksy, 2013) In the same interview he spoke about the power of this medium, he said “As soon as I cut my first stencil I could feel the power there. I also like the political edge. All graffiti is low-level dissent, but stencils have an extra history. They’ve been used to start revolutions and to stop wars.”(Banksy, 2013).

Banksy’s book, ‘Wall and Piece’, is a plethora for quotes that tell-all about his feelings towards the government, hierarchy and capitalism as a whole. One of my many favourite quotes from the book is “The people who run your cities don’t understand graffiti because they think nothing has a right to exist unless it makes a profit, which makes their opinion worthless.”(Banksy, 2006). ‘Wall and Piece’ defines Banksy’s radical left-wing stance on society and culture with the purpose of almost all of his artwork being to rebel against corporations and austerity, so much so that he often uses the rat as a symbol for politicians in his artwork. His quote, “graffiti is only dangerous in the mind of three types of people; politicians, advertising executives and graffiti writers”(Banksy, 2006), explains the purpose behind the images he creates.
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[image: ]Figure 3. Untitled (Banksy)[n.d.]
Figure 4. Untitled (Banksy,2002)

Another artist that began exhibiting his work through the medium of street art and is now a renowned icon and activist, is Keith Haring. Haring was born in Pennsylvania in 1958 and started off as a commercial graphic artist but decided to move to New York. While in New York, Haring found himself amongst a thriving alternative artistic community where he was swept into the world of street art. “His impulses lead toward a singular kind of graphic expression based on the primacy of the line”(The Keith Haring Foundation, 2019) and by the influence of Andy Warhol, he became determined devote himself to creating public art. 
[image: Untitled]
Figure 5. Untitled (Haring, 1982)











In the early years of his career while living in New York, Haring developed a unique style of drawing with white chalk on black panels. He would create up to forty pieces a day in this rapid, line-work style. He remained heavily invested and connected to street culture until later on in his career when he discovered his eye for merchandising. 
Haring would create large-scale accessible pieces of artwork for the pleasure of the public as he believed that “Art should be free for everyone” (Haring)[n.d.]. He was very socially conscious and always created art that portrayed a variety of social messages that was available to anyone. Haring was diagnosed with AIDS in the year 1988 and established the ‘Keith Haring Foundation’ in 1989 with the focus being to provide funding and imagery to charities relating to AIDS and organisations for children. During the last years of Haring’s life, he dedicated his imagery to raise awareness of his illness as well as becoming engrossed in activism based around these subject and teaching the public about the reality of the illness.
Haring later died of AIDS related complications at the age of 31. The ‘Keith Haring Foundation’ stays relevant to this day, continuing the activism that Haring initiated. Haring’s later pieces appear to have taken a direct inspiration from the Surrealist movement, encompassing common themes from this era. As demonstrated in Fig.6 and 7, his work became a lot more colourful towards the end of his life and a lot more simplistic.
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Figure 7. ‘The Blueprint Drawings’ (Haring, 1990)







Figure 6. ‘Flowers II’ (Haring, 1990)
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Figure 7. ‘The Blueprint Drawings’ (Haring, 1990)
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Below are examples of other street artists who communicate rebellion and strong political messages through imagery. 
[image: Shepard Fairey, "Make Art Not War", Framed Offset Poster, 2018, 2018][image: Love Unites 2008 by Shepard Fairey  - Screenprint]Shepard Fairey
Figure 9. ‘Love Unites’ (Fairey, 2008)
Figure 8. ‘Make Art Not War’ (Fairey, 2016)
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[image: Image result for Irony of Negro Policeman"]
Figure 11. ‘Irony of Negro Policemen’ (Basquiat, 1981)
Figure 10. ‘Radium 23’ (Basquiat, 1983)


I have explored and analysed the methods artists use to communicate political statements through their imagery and from the research and knowledge that I have attained during the progression of this essay, I have come to the conclusion that whether it be through the medium of photomontage or street art, artistic imagery is a massively successful and influential way to convey political statements and encourage society to take a deeper look at powerful or important subjects that might not be initially interesting to some. 

The artwork that I have analysed throughout, all use different methods to portray their own political messages and it has become apparent to me that conveying messages through imagery can be applied to any societal subject of importance. The intense impact on modern day culture through the art of image making is incredibly relevant in this day and age and is a necessity for making sure your voice is heard on a wide scale. Imagery with meaning deserves to be recognised and acknowledged in society and in my opinion, should be highly valued. 

The modern world is in a state of constant churn of westernised ideals and propaganda. Artistic imagery with a message has the ability to turn heads towards a truth that would not otherwise be brought to attention. Through this analysis of artistic image making, I believe that imagery is essential to giving society a voice and taking a political stand against injustices and untruths in humanity. 

I have also learned that through anarchism and rebellion, opinions of those that would otherwise not be significant to a social and political hierarchy have reclaimed their right to speak up for what they believe in and provoke thoughts in the process. Image making art forms like these have the potential to enforce change and awareness nationwide. 

Teaching society and holding a capitalist nation to accountability through art is invaluable.
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