
   
      
  Contents


  
  
  	Cover

  	Title

  	Dedication

  	Copyright

  	Contents

  	List of Figures


  	Foreword: Are Artists a Bit “Bizarre”? Martin Kemp


  	Preface


  	Acknowledgments


  	Introduction: Sympathy for the Devil


  	1 SCANDAL

  
  	Guernica and the Monumentalizing of Scandal


  	Dix and the Legacy of a Victim of Scandal


  	Greuze, the Académie, and the Hierarchy of Genres


  	Courbet and the Rival Salons


  	Whistler and the Weight of Rejection


  	Manet and the Prostitutes


  	Koons, Leaks, and Misunderstandings


  	Malevich and Attention Seeking


  	Bronzino and Shifts in Morality and Politics


  	“Bad” Artists and the Fame of Scandal





  	2 SHOCK

  
  	Aristotle and the Art Split


  	Cattelan, Ai Weiwei, and Art as Prison Break


  	Schlegl and Burning for Attention


  	ISIS and the Shock of the Act against the Art


  	Ofili and the Shock of the Weird


  	Orozco and the Memento Mori


  	Abramović and Shock through Pain


  	Bernini and the Shock of the Body


  	Burden and Shocks That Bit Back


  	Shock as a Means to an End, Not an End unto Itself





  	3 RIVALRY

  
  	Vasari and Competition for the Greater Good


  	Pliny and the Artistic Duel


  	Titian and Renaissance Rivalries


  	Borromini and Rivals after the Age of Vasari


  	Velázquez and the Ut Pictura Poesis Debate


  	Hirst and Institutional Battles


  	Lysippos and Acquisition Angst


  	Ai Weiwei and Patrons against Artists


  	The Biennale and Modern Love-Hate Relationships


  	Banksy and Rivalry in Economic Theory


  	Ulay and the Frenemies




  	Conclusion: When the Best Artists Are “Bad”


  	Notes


  	Selected Bibliography


  	About the Author








	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	183





Guide


	Cover

	Title

	Dedication

	Copyright

	Contents

	List of Figures

	Foreword: Are Artists a Bit “Bizarre”? Martin Kemp

	Preface

	Acknowledgments

	Start of Content

	Conclusion: When the Best Artists Are “Bad”

	Notes

	Selected Bibliography

	About the Author






   
      
  Acknowledgments


  Books do not simply appear. They evolve. Ideas become articles, articles loop together to become concepts for overarching narratives or theses. These become book proposals, which undergo countless drafts; then, once the proposal is acquired by a publisher, the dialogue begins between the author and the new editor that might change the book dramatically. The idea for this book began with three sources. First, I was asked by art historian Clayton Schuster to write a foreword for his book Bad Blood, which tells cinematic narrative stories of eighteen famous art rivalries. I enjoyed his book, which reads like a series of novellas, and from reading it saw that all of those rivalries actually proved beneficial for the course of art (and in most cases for the artists involved). Second, among the dozens of articles I write each year for magazines, I cover subjects that most appeal to popular publications: scandal and shock in the art world. These themes are of interest to readers who are otherwise not interested in art (or think they’re not), and so they are good “hooks” for articles in the cultural sphere. As I wrote more of them, I realized that these dramas that we think of as negative were actually beneficial for (almost) all involved, and certainly for art itself. Third, my former editor at Phaidon, Diane Fortenberry, suggested that I might write a book along these lines, on scandal in the art world. Piecing together these elements led to the book before you.


  I came to this publisher thanks to having been asked to write a foreword for Nancy Moses’s book Fakes, Forgeries, and Frauds, also published by Rowman & Littlefield. Correspondence with the wonderfully kind and enthusiastic Charles Harmon, who expressed interest in doing a book with me, led to my shifting from Phaidon to Rowman & Littlefield for this book plus two others (and hopefully more in the future). I’m very grateful to all who helped bring this project to life.


  Thanks to my family and friends, particularly the artsy ones—I’m looking at you, Nathan and Jaša—for reading chapters and offering suggestions. Thank you to Martin Kemp, a rock star of art history whom I’ve long admired, for penning the foreword, and to Odette Lopez for kindly assisting with fact-checking and Meghann French for her excellent, friendly, and necessary copyediting.


  If you are interested in learning more, please join me through my website (www.noahcharney.com) or on Facebook or Instagram. You might also consider studying with me on the ARCA Postgraduate Program in Art Crime and Cultural Heritage Protection, which is run every summer in Italy and was the first academic program in the world on the study of art crime.


  A warm thanks to you for reading, and may only beneficial devils cross your path . . .


  —Dr. Noah Charney

  Slovenia, 2020






  CHAPTER 1


  Scandal


  Scandals bring about downfalls, don’t they? In the world of business and politics (certain twenty-first-century American presidents aside) this is the general rule. When was the last time you heard about a scandal that was not detrimental, much less truly benefited the individual implicated? Scandals can sometimes be beneficial in that they can summon up enough fury that a necessary sea change comes about. The scandal around the 1986 Woburn, Massachusetts, water contamination case that led to the book and film A Civil Action is but one such example. When the story broke, it triggered outrage.1 The public rightly considered it scandalous that major companies were dumping toxic chemicals that entered the groundwater and led to numerous illnesses and deaths among residents. The scandal severely damaged the companies involved: It made the companies household names, but in an entirely and lasting negative context. It also led to a broader crackdown on industrial chemical disposal—a good thing for all involved, aside from those found guilty and the bottom line for major companies with toxic materials to get rid of.


  A more recent example may be found in the 2015 Volkswagen emissions affair, in which around eleven million cars were programmed to misrepresent their emissions levels to appear ecologically acceptable when they were not.2 This was clearly an illegal action that a major company sought to get away with. When it came out, there was widespread moral outrage, and laws had been broken. The result was 100 percent disastrous for Volkswagen—the CEO resigned, governments investigated, $19 billion was spent fixing the issue. The brand was hugely damaged, though it was established and powerful enough, and the damage-control PR response was sufficiently believed that the company remains a power player in the long run. The affair remains a black mark on the company, but its sales are back up and the public doesn’t seem particularly bothered anymore.3


  These two examples are, of course, unrelated to art, but represent what we tend to associate with the only good that can come of significant scandals (as opposed to gossipy ones driven by curiosity, like the “leaked” sex tapes of quasi celebrities). Outrage leads to punishment of transgressors and hopefully a sea change for the better—certainly no plus for those outed, but perhaps a resulting positive shift more globally.


  Politicians and public figures seem to suffer from scandal. Anthony Weiner’s sending photos of his nether regions, Harvey Weinstein’s sexual assaults, Mel Gibson’s antisemitic outbursts, Lance Armstrong’s doping. All harmed the one scandalizing, either irrevocably or for an extended period. There are, of course, people who seem to hover through life with a Get Out of Jail Free card in their pockets,4 but it cannot be said that their scandals really benefited them in the long run, merely that they did not suffer repercussions to the level that the objective viewer might deem appropriate. It is important to distinguish scandals from shock. “Accidentally” released sex tapes can make beautiful people who were not previously famous into household names. Most such examples so benefited the naked person featured that they look more like a shock tactic, a publicity stunt. For it to be a scandal, by our definitions, it must lack intentionality on the part of the person at the scandal’s heart.


  There are several types of possible reactions to scandal, and they tend to vary based on whether the scandal rises from (A) someone trying to get away with something and having that scheme revealed, (B) someone going about their business and a resulting explosive response seems, to the public, disproportionate or inappropriate, or (C) something private being leaked and resulting in public moral outrage. Outrage is the most frequent response to a scandal, but some “lighter” affairs, particularly those that qualify more as gossip (or sexual escapades) rather than objectively harmful and widespread, can provoke a luscious giggle (“Isn’t that just scandalous,” perhaps mentioned by ladies-who-lunch over their martinis). But whether dealing with lighter gossip or a powerful organization or individual caught trying to get away with something, scandal almost always destroys, doesn’t it?


  In art, things function in a different way. Art is its own bizarre microcosm, with rules that follow their own paths. Scandal can help its protagonist by generating promotion—this is the point of intentional actions that shock. Do something that will get you talked about, and you will remain recognized and in the public mind beyond that shock event. But as we will see, scandal—unintentional and apparently detrimental—also seems to help advance the course of art as well as the careers of individual artists.


  There are too many examples of art world scandals to attempt an encyclopedic approach. Instead, let us examine a selection of incidents that represent categories of beneficial art scandal.


  Guernica and the Monumentalizing of Scandal


  An art world example of version A comes in Pablo Picasso’s seminal Guernica. This was a scandal when it came out because it revealed a scandal the perpetrators hoped would be forgotten.


  On April 26, 1937, during the Spanish Civil War, a swarm of fighter planes attacked the Basque town of Guernica, killing hundreds of civilians. The town was an important strategic center for the Republican forces, who were fighting against the Nationalist forces, the ultimate victors, led by General Francisco Franco. Guernica was the traditional meeting place for a Basque governmental body, but it was also the last defensible town for the Republicans, standing between Franco’s forces and the Basque capital, Bilbao.


  [image: Pablo Picasso, Guernica (1937). © 2023 Estate of Pablo Picasso / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. PHOTO COURTESY OF WIKICOMMONS FROM USER LAURA ESTEFANIA LOPEZ.]
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  Franco’s Nationalists were aided by German and Italian Fascists, and it was planes of the Italian Fascist Aviazione Legionaria and the German Luftwaffe Condor Legion that provided the aerial assault ahead of Franco’s infantry, in an attack that was called Operation Rügen. In terms of military history, this was an important strike because the target was not military; it was, rather, a terror bombing assault on civilians in a town with no military presence. The world looked upon the action with horror, recognizing that innocent civilians would not be protected from war. The attackers even chose Monday, the local market day, for the strike, to maximize potential civilian casualties.


  By June 1937, Picasso had completed his monumental painting of this attack, Guernica, considered by many to be his greatest painting, for the Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques dans la Vie Moderne at the Paris International Exposition, part of the 1937 World’s Fair in Paris. The painting was then sent on a brief world tour, displayed in London and New York. It helped to raise international awareness of the Spanish Civil War and in the process spread Picasso’s fame.5


  To talk about war, to prompt change, to get the viewer to engage fully, a more cerebral, less Romantic approach tends to be more effective. As Rene G. Cepeda wrote, Picasso in Guernica used “art as a weapon for social change.”6 In this way, Picasso was Brechtian. The playwright Bertoldt Brecht felt that walloping the audience with emotion resulted in a defensive reaction, a desire to say, “How horrible!” but to then turn away because it is too horrible to engage with. Both Picasso and Brecht used their “soft” weapons—pens and brushes—against Fascism. Cepeda cites Brecht’s text, “In the Fight against Injustice Even Weak Weapons Are of Use.” The paintbrush or pen can be mightier than the sword, provided said sword is not about to strike you and your pen down.


  The chaotic nature of the scene depicted can make it difficult to pick out specific figures. The chaos is intentional, and wonderfully evokes the horror and disarray of the attack by disorienting the viewer into sympathy with the victims. The overall feeling of horror and chaos is more important than what the component parts symbolize.7


  Picasso shifted through a number of stylistic periods, his work growing ever more abstract. His concept of Cubism, in which naturalistic images (such as still lifes or portraits) are broken up into constituent basic geometric forms that are then shuffled like a dropped deck of cards, later shifted into puttylike shapes and bodies, without weight, with elastic boundaries that could be altered and twisted at Picasso’s will. The goal was to create a work more dynamic, absorbing, and inspiring of wonder than any realistic painting could achieve. For this work, a realistic image of the bombing of the town of Guernica, with corpses and screams in the night, would likely have felt melodramatic, saccharine, difficult to look at. It might have been Romanticized or it might have been so gritty that our reaction would be to shut down our ability to sympathize as a defense mechanism. The figures are almost cartoonish, but then, of course, when you look more closely, when you know the context, they are not. But the childlike abstraction pulls us in, whereas the same subject handled as a photorealist blood-fest would repel us.


  Throughout its existence, this painting has been at the heart of drama and controversy. While living in Paris during the Nazi occupation, Picasso was harassed by the Gestapo. In a possibly apocryphal story, one officer is said to have seen a photograph of Guernica in Picasso’s apartment and asked, with disgust, “Did you do that?” Picasso responded, “No, you did.”


  Like all great art, the power of Guernica transcends time and can symbolize something current and topical for individuals of any era. During the Vietnam War, the painting became the backdrop for antiwar vigils in the museum. These were quiet, poignant protests against the horrors of war. But in 1974 an Iranian political activist, who claimed to be protesting Richard Nixon’s pardon of William Calley after his role in Vietnam’s My Lai massacre, vandalized the painting, using red spray paint to write “KILL LIES ALL” across it. The paint was easily removed and the work undamaged. The vandal, who ironically later became an art dealer, waxed philosophical when interviewed six years after his attack. When asked why he did it, he said:


 
    I wanted to bring the art absolutely up to date, to retrieve it from art history and give it life. Maybe that’s why the Guernica action remains so difficult to deal with. I tried to trespass beyond that invisible barrier that no one is allowed to cross; I wanted to dwell within the act of the painting’s creation, get involved with the making of the work, put my hand within it and by that act encourage the individual viewer to challenge it, deal with it and thus see it in its dynamic raw state as it was being made, not as a piece of history.8




  In this quote, he shows the slanted rationale of so many aggressive political protesters trying to gain attention by scandalizing. He does not possess the subtlety to recognize that Guernica has been alive and pertinent to every generation since its creation and has never been relegated to mere history. And while his action was damnable and, for all he knew, could have ruined the masterpiece forever, the fact that Guernica inspires such passions is a testament to its power and its enduring resonance in all eras.


  This spray-paint vandalism was, in itself, a scandal, and interestingly the vandal in question, artist Tony Shafrazi, actually benefited from the publicity that his callous action generated. Shafrazi went on to become an art dealer, but he made his name by attacking Guernica.9 Criminals involved in art seem to reap the same sort of minimal initial negative effects of the scandal around their crime as do artists involved in legal controversies. Such was the case for numerous art forgers, from Eric Hebborn to Wolfgang Beltracchi, to name but a few.10 Criminals involved in trafficking cultural heritage seem to suffer from greater derision (Giacomo Medici and Robert Hecht, for example), but collectors who buy looted art (even if there is a probability that they were aware that what they acquired was looted) tend not to be damaged definitively (with some figures, like Marion True, a curator at the heart of some of the Getty scandals, ostracized by some, defended by others, but still working within the field).11


  Picasso’s Cubist abstraction was more powerful and scandalous, at the time, than a naturalistic depiction of the same moment would have been. No naturalistic scene could be as true to the real sensations and feelings of destruction, death, and war as the broken shards of life in Picasso’s Guernica. A portrayal of the gratuitous bombing of the Basque historical town, Picasso’s bent and shattered creatures are made of concentrated pain, which passes on to the viewer, trapped in blocks of line and color, for us always to remember the capability of man to hurt man. It revealed a scandal to many who were unfamiliar with it and created of it a lasting monument so that it would never be forgotten.


  In Guernica, an artist made a monument out of a scandalous incident that the perpetrators hoped would be forgotten—forcing us to think deeply about it, to remember, and to forever blame the evil actors in it. There are also incidents in which the larger power attacks artists, a sort of reverse version A, instead of a work of art revealing a horrible travesty pulled off by a larger power (the Fascists who attacked the town of Guernica)—effectively art attacking the dark power. In the following case study, which fits out scandal version B, a well-known artist doing his own thing was attacked by a larger power (those problematic Fascists, once again) and was largely ruined because his art revealed the realities that the larger power wished to smother.


  Dix and the Legacy of a Victim of Scandal


  The brilliant German printmaker and painter Otto Dix was an established artist and professor at the Art Academy in Dresden. He was not problematic to the Nazis from a racial purity standpoint, and his artistic skill was not in dispute, at least if one were being objective. It was his choice of subject matter and the message it conveyed that led to him being lumped in with Jews, abstract artists, and other modern avant-gardists by the Nazis in the 1930s when they launched a crusade against entartete kunst (“degenerate art”). This became a catchall term for art or artists that did not suit the aesthetic, ideals, or background supported by Nazism—Jews, Catholics, and Slavs were disfavored, but also pure-blooded Germans who worked in styles the Nazi leaders found overly modern. The Nazis preferred a sort of Neoclassical realism that could be used as propaganda: muscly, heroic youths resembling Greek sculptures and showing the inherent superiority of Aryan Germans.


  Dix had fought in World War I and was actually a war hero—he voluntarily enlisted, earned an Iron Cross, and was wounded in the neck. The experience, understandably enough, scarred him. He was interested in showing the dark, debilitating, futile side of war. His figures are grotesque, effete, damaged, sometimes overtly, including veterans mutilated by the war. The Nazi Party, however, thought that “all art should present the German values of Kinder, Küche, Kirche”12 (literally, “children, cooking, and church” but meaning family, home, and faith), though it should be noted that religion would also be marginalized. Dix’s works were among those selected for a Degenerate Art exhibit in Munich in 1937, in which art deemed inappropriate by the authorities of the German Weimar Republic were exhibited in the worst possible way, hung in awkward places and flanked by derogatory slogans and wall copy. The exhibit was meant as a hall of horrors showing what sort of immoral infestation the Nazis were saving their people from.


  Take his Metropolis (1928), a triptych that shows the glamour of Berlin as a center of free thought and the arts in the 1920s in its central panel—we see a dreamy, slightly grotesque scene of jazz musicians in a nightclub.


  But the wing panels show ugly prostitutes and an overweight invalid veteran walking on crutches. The choice of making a triptych, which is traditionally associated with Catholic altarpieces, also made the moralizing in Dix’s painting feel more portentous, likening postwar Berlin to biblical ruinations like Sodom and Gomorrah.13


  It was this attitude and the message in his work that led the Nazis to first get him fired from his teaching position in Dresden in 1933 before featuring him in the Degenerate


  [image: Otto Dix, Metropolis (1928). © 2023 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. PHOTO COURTESY OF WIKICOMMONS FROM USER MBENGISU.]
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  [image: Edouard Manet, Olympia (1863). PHOTO COURTESY OF WIKICOMMONS FROM GOOGLE ART PROJECT.]
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  [image: Damien Hirst, For the Love of God (2007). © Damien Hirst and Science Ltd. All rights reserved / DACS, London / ARS, NY 2023. PHOTO COURTESY OF WIKICOMMONS BY USER AARON WEBER.]
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