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Contemporary Art 

Project 1 | Art and ideas 

Grayson Perry’s Reith Lectures 

I listened to all four of Grayson Perry’s Playing to the Gallery Reith Lectures when 

they were first broadcast by the BBC in 2013. I was absolutely riveted by his witty 

and incisive insights into the art world.  It was good to have the excuse to listen to 

them again even if a single four-hour I-Player binge was a bit over-indulgent. The 

Q&A sessions were every bit as interesting as the lectures themselves.  

 

Exercise 1: First response to Duchamp’s Fountain.  

Controversial; pushing boundaries; comic (especially the R Mutt signature), cynical, 

confusing 

 

Exercise 2: What is art? 

What is art? There are no hard and fast rules. It’s a subjective judgment. In his 2013 

Reith lecture Grayson Perry says that anything can be art if the artist declares it to 

be.  

How do we know it is art? Something is art if we choose to view it as art. It’s location 

in a gallery might be a clue. I could say that something is art if made by an artist but 

then I must ask myself how do I know someone is an artist, should they have a 

particular set of skills or attributes, and what about crafts people?  Personally I feel 

art should generate a reaction of some kind whether negative or positive.  It may 

disturb, entertain, enthral, disgust or evoke any number of different feelings 

including, conversely, no feelings whatsoever. Art means different things to different 

people, depending also on personal and cultural influences, upbringing, education 

and state of mind.  

Who decides what is art? At a personal level we decide ourselves what we consider 

to be art – we embrace some things and reject others, perhaps as too challenging 

and sometimes as too ‘chocolate box’ pretty. At an international level and where the 

big money is sloshing around (as Grayson Perry puts it) certain key curators and 

collectors are extremely influential in determining what is good (and therefore 

valuable?) art. 
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Is it enough to just display a found object and say “this is art” because it’s in an art 

gallery?  

A found art object becomes art when it is discovered and recognised as something 

with artistic value. It doesn’t need to be in a gallery to be art but removing it from its 

place of discovery to the context of a gallery may alter perceptions. People without 

the keen eye of the artist may not recognise an object in its original context as art. 

The artist might have to go to considerable effort to retrieve a found object due to 

logistical challenges and ownership. This is their input and creates their ‘ownership’ 

of the work, both creatively and in terms of intellectual property rights. 

Duchamp said that he wanted “to put art back in the service of the mind”. What do 

you think he meant by this?  

I believe Duchamp was seeking to shift a perception that art had to be presented in 

traditional formats (painting, drawing, sculpture). He is saying that if we open our 

minds we will see that art can take a many more forms, perhaps without limits. His 

ready-made porcelain urinal is pushing at those limits. 

Is technical skill an important quality in an artwork?  

Sometimes yes and sometimes no. Art is not always created first hand. We may hold 

an artwork in high regard because of the technical skill it demonstrates. However, an 

artwork may be a construct of repurposed items (e.g. recycled objects) or a found 

object, a ready-made such as Duchamps urinal. The technical skill may not be that 

of the artist but the work would not be art without the creativity of the artist who 

conceives, retrieves, assembles, embellishes and has the confidence to present it.  

Does art have to be unique? Grayson Perry is interesting here. He says “Art history 

is a long chain of Chinese whispers” and “Originality is for people with very short 

memories”. Human beings have been making art for a long time, starting with cave 

paintings 40,000 years ago. Artists are influenced (consciously and subconsciously). 

But hang on… I’m talking about originality and that is not the same thing as 

uniqueness, is it?  

Art doesn’t have to be unique, e.g. a limited edition print is not unique, or a limited 

edition bronze, but they are still art. That begs the question of whether mass 

produced items are art. Anyone who has bought an Andy Warhol screen print or a 

Damien Hirst spot painting would probably say “yes”. Technology will probably push 

out a lot more art in future that is not unique in the sense that multiple copies may be 

available e.g. photography, video, animation. Or it may be even more unique if 

individuals experience in different ways, e.g. virtual reality. If Grayson Perry starts 
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churning out lots more copies of his existing mechanically woven tapestries they will 

still be art, but their financial value may reduce. His pots on the other hand are 

probably one offs and totally unique. 

As artists develop their own style, their voice they aspire to be unique but this I would 

suggest is becoming increasingly difficult using traditional mediums because so 

much art and so many artists have gone before us. 

What about when artists paint in the style of another artist as an ‘homage’? Could 

the painting be considered unique? I think so, at times these may pay tribute to the 

style and approach of the original artist e.g Sir William Orpen’s painting, Homage to 

Manet, 1909 but in others the painter’s own style is very much at the fore, e.g. 

Francis Bacon's 1961 Study for a Pope III which was directly influenced by 

Velazquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X 

 

Exercise: 3 Reading about art 

Art History: The Basics by Grant Pooke and Diana Newall (2008, Abingdon: 

Routledge (p1-8) 

I was just getting into this excerpt when it came to an abrupt end mid para on p8 but 

what I read made me realise that this is just the kind of basic introduction I will 

benefit from so I’ve ordered the book from Amazon.  

As I started reading I found myself wondering why we need to explore the question 

of what is art history? The penny dropped quickly as, like all history, the cultural 

influences and arbiters (the academies) of the time are extremely influential in terms 

of what is accepted as art. The message is that we need to understand that 

elements of art history have been filtered through a narrow lens. 

There was quite a lot of basic stuff that I sort of know that I found to useful to have 

clearly outlined such as the definition of fine art and how it is distinguished from craft-

based arts and decorative arts pp4 -5). 

On page pp7-8 there is a reference to aesthetic and / or social value and even after 

looking up ‘social value’ on the internet I find it hard to define beyond something 

woolly about the value of art in regeneration projects. This led me to think about the 

meaning of ‘intrinsic value’ and my quick internet searches have not explained that in 

a satisfactory way. These different ways of measuring value feel important and as 

they may be covered later I’m not going to research further now but I will keep these 

questions in my mind as I go forward. 
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I enjoyed the story of the Royal Academy’s 2006 Summer Exhibition empty plinth 

exhibit. I thought it would be useful to do a little research to establish what else was 

happening in the art world at the time that might have led to the selection committee 

to choose the plinth. Was it a particularly wacky year? This was quite hard to 

research without substantial effort (which might not be the best use of my time at this 

stage) beyond establishing that the Turner Prize went to Toma Abts for eleven 

abstract paintings and the RA’s own Charles Woollaston Award went to Chantal 

Jaffe who paints largescale pictures of women. The main point in this context is of 

course that an object becomes art if a selection committee or curator decides it is. 

I really like the idea of keeping my own glossary as with any luck the process of 

maintaining it will help to fix the terms in my mind. I’ve set up a Word file for this and 

its first entries are 

Hegemony 

Ethnography 

Primitivism 

I have also ordered the Tate Guide to Modern Art Terms which was mentioned. 

 

Exercise: 4 Looking at context 

The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991, 

Damien Hirst 

Write down a few words giving your first reaction to the piece 

A dead shark that gives the illusion for a brief moment that it is living. 

Do you have an emotional response to it? 

I must have because I can still remember seeing it very clearly at the opening night 

of Sensations exhibition in 1997 at the Royal Academy. I remember feeling some 

shock (I wasn’t used to seeing this kind of art), I didn’t like it and I couldn’t see the 

point of it. I also thought I could smell the formaldehyde which made me think of the 

time I fainted in school when we had to dissect rats and it was an unpleasant 

association. 

What do you think it is all about? 
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Nowadays I understand the piece better and I’m not so quick to make judgments. As 

a Vanitas work it is about the inevitability of death, that it comes to all of us sooner or 

later even if we feel immortal now. This shark may look alive but it is dead.  I think it 

is also about how some people may fight against death and try to defy it by not 

acknowledging that it is approaching. 

Hirst’s much more obvious Vanitas piece is the diamond encrusted skull “For the 

Love of God” – to me this says that even with all the wealth in the world, we’re still 

not immortal. There are  much deeper interpretations than mine on the Tate website.  

What do you think about the title? 

This is quite a literal title; the title partly informed my answer to the question above. 

Exercise 5: Finding out more 

Find two examples of still life work which includes fish and in each case note the title, 

artist and date. Make a quick sketch of the pieces in your learning log. 

 

Still Life with Fish (17th Century), Guiseppe Recco (1634 to 1695) Finnish National 

Gallery. I chose this painting because there is an illusion of movement amidst the 

fish and the swirling seaweed. This momentarily made me think the fish were alive (a 

bit like my response to Damien Hirst’s shark) but even though there is the ghost of a 

stalking lobster in the background, the pot with the spout and the table edge leave no 

doubt that this is a ‘nature morte’. It looks as though a fisherman has just landed his 

catch but the juxtaposition of the fish with the pot and the lobster (or giant crayfish) 

lends an air of mystery to the painting. 

http://www.damienhirst.com/for-the-love-of-god
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A4 sketchbook pen and watercolour 

There’s no doubt that the fish are dead in my picture above! I doubt that Recco had 

this still life assembled in front of him. It is much more like that he painted from a 

series of exploratory sketches / paintings as well as memory and imagination. 

 

 

 

Maurice de Vlaminck: Still life with fish, oil on canvas, 1905 
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I chose this Fauve painting as a contrast to the Recco. Vlaminck has used a very 

limited palette of primary colours to great effect. While the painting initially looks 

quite flat, I realised when sketching that he has captured the light and used blue for 

the shadow. His frenetic brush strokes and use of strong primary colours bring a 

disconcerting vitality to a painting of dead fish. 

 

A4 sketchbook:Pen and watercolour pencils. 
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The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living 

(continued) 

Khan Academy video providing contextual information about Hirst’s piece.  

List different areas of context and references to time.  

 

Context 

I find myself wondering about context – social, philosophical, cultural, the physical 

surrounding and materials, the artist’s own life and education. There is so much that 

could be considered as context that I’m not entirely sure what I am listening out for. I 

will have a go and see what I end up with. 

 The title of the work (this provides a context in which we can try to interpret 

the work) 

 The history of art and big questions about life, death and morality 

 Physical framing in a beautiful” tank, suspended in formaldehyde so it looks 

like it is moving when it isn’t. 

 When artists make things in the 20th and 21st Centuries they are more open to 

interpretation…  we are allowed to bring our own ideas and associations  

 Art history: Duchamp said that our work of art is completed by the viewer  

 There are few animals more scary than a shark to humans / we are close to 

something that could kill  

 In art now nothing is off limits; profound questions can be asked through 

things that  may seem overtly silly or shocking 

Time 

 The first shark dissolved; Hirst’s design did not hold up to time 

 By the time we get to the 21st Century artists are well versed in the idea of the 

impermanence of art 

 One of the philosophical definitions of art is that it is something that outlives 

us 

 This is not paint or marble – it’s flesh like us [i.e. impermanent] 

 Art can outlive the artist and be transgenerational but not this 

 Ancient Egyptian mummies trying to stop time 

 Plastic surgery is an attempt to hold back time 

References to Hirst / his other work 
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 Series where he slices sheep lengthwise 

 There is too much art that has changed over time for him [Hirst] not to know 

 By choosing the thing himself he [Hirst] created the impossibility of its 

preservation 

 Hirst could have used a representation of a shark but he used the real thing 

and this is the physical impossibility 

 He intended this to be permanent but is struggling to keep this [the second 

shark) in tact 

The Adrian Searle review in the Guardian was an interesting read and reflected my 

own reactions to viewing Hirst’s work. I particularly related to the “whiff of the 

crematorium” because when I visited there was an almighty stink of rotting flesh 

around the horse head and flies entitled A Thousand Years.  

Has the contextual information about the The Physical Impossibility of Death 

in the mind of Someone Living altered your view 

It hasn’t fundamentally altered my view but it has made me think about further and 

deeper interpretations such as the choice of the shark itself as a creature that when 

alive could itself cause death, and the possibility that the impermanence of the dead 

shark in formaldehyde was foreseen by the artist and planned as part of a cycle of 

life and death of the piece. My thoughts also dwelt on how the response of the 

viewer completes the work.  

 

 

 

 


