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What is modern art?

Mu:j ern art can be anything from an
elaborate oil painting to a melting
snowball or an empty room with the light
going on and off. Surprisingly, people use
the term “modern art™ to describe art
from as far back as the 1850s. That
might not sound very modern, but it was
about then that artists began to rethink
their aims and ideas in a very radical way.

‘."ipi wt the difterence

For hundreds of years, most aruists tned to create
the illusion of real, 3D scenes. But in the 19th
century that began to change - partly because of
the invention of photography in the 18305, Before
then, people had relied on arusts to capture
appearances. Once photographs could do thar,
some artists felt they should be doing something
else. Also, in the past many artists had been paid
by wealthy people to work for them. But that
changed during the 19th century too. Artists
began to create art firse and sell it later, which
gave them more freedom to expeniment.

are the two paintings on this page. Both
ngements of objects, or still lifes - a
B traditional subject for painters.

 Manitas {16005), by an _ :
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Original works

people judge art by the technical skill of the arust -
y are more impressed by polished, lifelike paintings,
' such as the skull, than experimental ar,
such as the guitar. But for many
artists nowadays, originality is more
important than technique. The
skull might look very convincing,
.~ but the simple shapes and vivid
. colours of the guitar make it a
striking, inventive image.
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This is a real, dead shark, suspended in formaldehyde 1o 51op st from SeCayng

The shock of the new

A lot of modern art sets out to be new and shocking,
in order to startle you and make you see things in a
new way. But, when you look at it closely, modern art
often turns out to be about age-old themes. Darmien
Hirst became notorious for using dead animals, such
as the shark above. But he uses it to explore mortality,

Arguing it out

Modern art can F!ll-f‘l'-.ﬂ.‘.lkl’.‘ flerce q'l.Fgl.ll'l'li‘f'l[h and
sometimes even court cases. Everyone has different
ideas and opinions, and it is no easy matter to resolve
them. Sculptor Constantin Brancusi sued U.5. Customs
to prove his sculptures were "art". He won, but artist
Richard Serra wasn't so lucky. He made a huge, curvng
wall of steel entitled Tilted Arc for a Mew York square,
The arc angered locals, who said it stopped them using
the square. For Serra, that was the point - he wanted
to change their awareness of space. But, after a court
hearing, judges ordered that it be removed.

just like the 17th-century oil painting on the left
The shark’s preserved body, like the painted skull,
5 meant 1o make us think about death. But it
looks so alive, it is hard to accept it 15 really dead -
illustrating Hirst's utle, “The Physical Impossibility
of Death in the Mind of Someone Living™
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Looking at modern art

Many people find modern art baffling, especially if they B> For B
expect to recognize what they see, or are locking for election
traditional skills such as being able to draw accurately from life. L IHOreD Al

But there are lots of other ways to think about art. These pages B ki .;;L.-.u..-.:;q_mm
explain some of the questions you could ask when looking at it.

What's it all about?

One of the most puzzling things about
modern art is that it is not always
obvious what it's really abour. But the
title may give you a clue - even if it is
just Composition or Improvisation. Vague
utles often mean the artist wasn't .I_rg.-lnq
to show a particular scene, but to i
explore his or her ideas about art or life

There will also be clues in the work irself
- even if they may be hard 1o spot at
first. Look at it carefully and think about
what the image shows, and the soyle and
colours the artist used, and how they
mabke you feel. .

Some paintings and sculptures dont
have clear subjects. They use colours
and shapru for artstic {‘ﬁ'{'ﬂ.. .
rather than as a way of
representing scenes., This is
known as abstracr art. You

are meant to appreciate
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How was it made?

't is worth thinking about how something was
made, too. Modern artists don't just paint and
sculpt, they use a huge range of matenals or
~media”. Some make films or photographs, or
work with things they happen to find. Others
: design works for specific places - these are known as
installations”. And some artists don't actually make
.r_l_mtrhl_:gi At all, but put on shows or document their thoughts.
chowce of methods will depend a lot on their ideas about art-

Limtstind | 1985} ks Dhnalid i
ubed meeyl g .:\-'-.—L:.I .-::-hll:. r-‘..--'“" dlerruneuem, 30 x 120 x 30cm (12 x 47 x 12in). judd
weinal matenaly becaue he wanted b euplare thes parmicular qualbmes
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When was it made?

IF veen ko SO ‘_.-:. r :.. ibout when vierrk of art
was made. and whar else was happening at th
trme, it may help to explain why an arfist chos
o work in a4 certain way. B g histonc events such

a% wards altect Sveryond. 1 wd 114 artsts. And the
development of art movements such as Cubism
OF IMPressiDmisim, W hen artists work [.."':u'!'.'i ner

and share ideas, can greatly influence an
indivadipal artier's epvle, But it g '11.-\.|-_'.|d-r'|:l'_ IO S
things yust in terms of “isms”, Art doesn't it
neathy into categones. Each arust and each work
is different
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canvas, 39 & 30cm [ 16 x 1 2. Fireud ix knoan Fos

pambing sntense, detaded portrams. But it w5 hand
[0 Camegonds s shyle, wheth o somebirmes

compared to Realiam, sometimes (o Expaeiisgnnm

Do vou like it?

Another important question is whether you like a
work of art or not, and why. There are no nght or
wrong answers (o this question. It is a marter of
taste - and rastes change. Whar seemed shocking
a hundred years ago may look ordinary today
The Impressionists were considered outrageous About this book
in the 1850s. But now they are greatly admired.
Gomgured to & lot of wr:}rmen% .:rt,:'l This b{tc:-k traces the history of modern art, from the
they even seem fairly traditional. 5 1850s to the present day. kk is amanged roughh
Th, in the order things happened, so you can see
: how different kinds of art developed, and
how they related to events at the time.
Each section covers a major penod of
art history, introduces its main ideas
and movements, and looks ar a few
important works in more depth. If
you can, try to visit an art gallery or
Museum o0, SO YOU Can expenence
the impact of seeing art first-hand.
You can also see a lot more art on
the internet - look out for the
recommended websites
throughout this book
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