

‘A great portion of the world suffers from your civilisation.’ 

Rabindranath Tagore, New York, 1930.





Chapter Eight

ART FOR ART’S SAKE

The making of art – be it painting, sculpture, music, dance, opera, theatre or some other kind of performance – sits at the pinnacle of Western civilisation. It is the climax, the apex, the acme – pick whichever Greek-rooted word you like, it doesn’t get any bigger or better than this. Accordingly, the history of Western art is well-documented, and its story arc is much the same as the one we are already used to. It’s the sixteenth-century Italian painter, writer and architect Giorgio Vasari from whom we usually get this story. Vasari wrote that after the momentary, archaic flowering of classical art in ancient Greece, things were a bit quiet until the rediscovery and rebirth – the Renaissance – of those ideas in Europe just over a millennium later. While people in Europe continued to make art in the form of religious paintings and illustrated manuscripts, by dint of its direct association with religion, this work is often, unfairly, considered ‘bad art’.

The distinction between ‘medieval bad’ and ‘Renaissance good’ was an important one to make because the art of the Renaissance was seen as the fertile intellectual soil in which European thinkers could then sow and grow their Enlightenment ideals. In that sense, art was both the result of and a context for the growth of Western civilisation. So, the flat and simplistic religious paintings and icons of the Middle Ages made way for a more naturalistic style, harking back to the forms of classical Greek sculpture. Suddenly people looked like real people, and gravity seemed to have a greater pull on their clothes. There were scintillating frescoes by Giotto and Raphael, innovative new styles of portraiture by Giovanni Bellini and Leonardo da Vinci, exquisite miniature sculptures in silver by Benvenuto Cellini, incomparable plays on light and shadow by Caravaggio, and, of course, anything by Michelangelo because he could do it all. Northern Europe had its own Renaissance, embodied by the drawings and engravings of Albrecht Dürer, the rich and symbolic portraiture of Jan van Eyck and the Bruegels, along with the intricate, surreal whimsy of Hieronymus Bosch. All of a sudden, as if by magic, art was more advanced.

Vasari also made the link that through all of its various incarnations, as true in his day in the Renaissance as it was through to modern art in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, that an artist’s labour and the product of that labour had been funded by a class of rich patrons, for whom the buying and selling of art was a means of conspicuous consumption. This used to be the Catholic Church, or members of the European nobility. Powerful and influential families like the Medici and the Borgias bought and commissioned art not simply for its own sake, but as a means of consolidating their wealth, power and status, and as a means of influencing the culture around them. Patrons commissioned portraits and other works where their own faces could be painted into an image, thus conveying whatever message they wanted to project about themselves. They were, as such, part demagogues, part Renaissance-style Instagram influencers. Today it’s the inhabitants of Moneyland who, having bought their fill of houses, cars and yachts can now afford to invest in ideas. Historically an artist’s success depended on finding a decent patron. Today, whether they are a realist, an impressionist, a cubist, a surrealist or an abstract expressionist, that success is predominantly based on being seen as a safe purchase and a solid investment.

Even with the advent of conceptual art – the kind of art where anything can stand as art – the story remains much the same. In fact, if anything, it has ended up at its most extreme and logical endpoint. Conceptual art is said to have been born when the French artist Marcel Duchamp submitted a porcelain urinal to a show of independent artists in New York in 1917. The urinal was turned on its side, daubed with a signature in dribbly black paint and christened Fountain. Historically speaking Fountain was a non-event. The original artwork hasn’t survived (anything you’ve seen on display is a cast based on photographs of the original) and it was rejected by the Society of Independent Artists for their exhibition because they found it so outrageous (despite having expressly stated no artwork would be turned away on this account), and its creator has been contested. Some theories suggest it was made by one of two women who were friends of Duchamp, including the avant-garde performance artist Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven. Despite this, Duchamp’s ‘readymades’ – the pre-existing, often prefabricated or mass-produced everyday objects he turned into art – gained popularity in the art world during the 1950s and 1960s. By 2004, five hundred artists and historians voted Fountain ‘the most influential artwork of the 20th century’, cementing the status of conceptual art, along with decades’ worth of ‘modern art is taking the piss’-based jokes. Fountain is as good an example as any to show that the definition of what art is – or if an artwork is any good, groundbreaking or shocking – really doesn’t matter. It’s about what certain people say and what they believe to be true.

For many art collectors in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – who were building their collections at the same time as anthropologists and archaeologists were developing their ideas about what it means to be civilised – art also served a wider purpose: it was all about the greater social good. One notable art collector who clearly laid out his social mission was Samuel Courtauld, the English industrialist whose fortune grew after his family’s company acquired the patent for the synthetic fibre rayon. Courtauld was an unusual capitalist in that he showed the makings of a conscience. Industrial capitalism, he believed, was ruining the world by diminishing working people. The system, as he saw it, was turning them into drones, mere cogs in a capitalist machine. Rather than do anything to change the system that guaranteed his own considerable income or to redistribute that wealth, Courtauld pulled on the mantle of cultural responsibility, commenting:

 

Those whom fortune favours should use their money not only for their own natural enjoyment, but to advance the course of civilisation, and art is the most uniformly civilising influence which mankind has ever known. It is universal and eternal. It ties race to race, and epoch to epoch, and unites men in one all-embracing, disinterested pursuit.

 

This is a definition of art that seems familiar. It holds that, to varying degrees, art addresses people’s inner lives. Art speaks to our souls. It speaks to what makes us human, not simply consumers of material culture but living, breathing, thinking and feeling beings. The point of painting is for painting itself. Art is for art’s sake alone.

Courtauld was good to his word. Even today, anyone who can afford the price of entry and travel to London can go and look at the substantial and impressive collection of Impressionist and other artworks that he amassed at the Courtauld Gallery. The fact that the gallery reopened in 2021 following a multimillion pound makeover, including money from the National Lottery, goes to show that Courtauld’s idea about the value of art maintains its social value in our society today. In this chapter, I want to take a closer look at this idea of art being the height of civilisation, of art having a civilising influence and, above all, about art being for art’s sake. It’s Courtauld’s ideas about art as ‘all-embracing’ and ‘disinterested’ that I’m particularly struck by, mostly because they are so wrong as to appear naive. Art in the West has never been disinterested, far from it. And as for being ‘all-encompassing’, well, by now we should know better than to trust in a Western conception of universalism. It doesn’t take much to look at the art world – that strange and, for most of us, arcane and far-off land where artists, curators, art dealers and, most importantly, their patrons live – for us to see that art as an idea is inherently both material and divisive. The question we need to look at is not so much about what constitutes the meaning of art, but, as with so many of the ideas in this book, who gets to decide?

*

The best time to look at the art world to try to understand it is when it wobbles. Luckily for us, it wobbles fairly frequently. Have a look on your viewing platform of choice, and odds are you will find at least one if not several documentaries about ‘a huge scandal that shook the art world’. This is because the art world is easily shaken. One reason for this is it is a relatively small place, made up of only a few tens of thousands of people who have come to seek their fortune. For those of us who don’t inhabit it (and statistically speaking that’s a lot of us), the world of art and of art history may seem insular and self-referential, and, perhaps, with good reason. It is, by definition, exclusive. If you are an artist, you have to demonstrate your saleability, and if you are a dealer or a buyer, you have to demonstrate your class. Unlike other luxury, high-status objects that can be bought anonymously, the wealth of art dealers and art buyers rests on their reputation. Before any money can be exchanged, trust must be established. In a world where a fake could lose you your fortune, this makes perfect sense. It is also the case, however, that this heady combination of money, reputation and worshipping at the altar of authenticity makes the art world vulnerable. One of the best examples of this is also one of the most expensive.

In 2017, a painting that had recently been attributed to the genius artist and all-round Renaissance superstar Leonardo da Vinci was sold at auction for four hundred and fifty million dollars, making it the most expensive painting ever sold. This was an amount so astronomical that even some art critics seemed to find it offensive. Peter Schjeldahl at the New Yorker wrote, ‘Four hundred and fifty million dollars spent for anything short of a next-generation strategic bomber, let alone a beat-up old painting, not only makes no sense relative to current markets in worldly goods; it suggests that money has become worthless.’ This is quite a statement to make in the context of the art market, one billed as ‘unlike any other’ but which, nonetheless, works in much the same way as the market in other luxury goods, be it the latest in smartphones, televisions, furniture or cars. It only seems extraordinary when we are reminded of the astonishing amounts some people are willing to spend on what, at the end of the day, is a ‘beat-up’ old painting.

The painting in question was called Salvator Mundi, which means ‘Saviour of the World’. It’s a conventional front-on portrait of Jesus Christ, whose contrasting combo of sombre eyes and half-smiling mouth evoke the Mona Lisa, Leonardo’s most famous work, generally acknowledged to be the most famous painting in the world. Salvator Mundi is a portrayal of Jesus strongly in the European mould, with wavy brown hair and light-coloured eyes. He holds a crystal ball in his left hand and holds up the first two fingers of his right hand in a benediction. His gaze is, admittedly, a bit bovine, but the overall serenity of his expression is highly soothing. Here is Christ in laid-back surfer mode. He looks as though he could save all of the world’s souls and still be able to make you a decent flat white.

Salvator Mundi had not always been an earth-shatteringly expensive painting. When it was bought by a consortium of art dealers at an auction in New Orleans in 2005, they paid a mere $1,175 for it. It was only when the painting was being restored – an extremely involved process of removing previous conservation work, scraping off overpainting, removing a wormwood-infested panel and repairing the breaks in the wood – that the art restorer Dianne Dwyer Modestini started to think there was more to this painting than first met the untrained eye. For a start, she uncovered an original sketch underneath the layers of paint, suggesting this was an original work, not a copy. Modestini has also talked about how, as she continued to work on the piece, the perfection of the painting of Christ’s smile in Salvator Mundi strongly brought to mind Mona Lisa. This was enough to convince her that not only was this an original painting, but also was by the hand of Leonardo. A group of five experts, including some acknowledged to be leading scholars on the work of Leonardo, agreed with this assessment after meeting in a closed room at the National Gallery in London. This was where, from November 2011 to February 2012, the painting was displayed in an exhibition called ‘Leonardo da Vinci: Painter at the Court of Milan’, labelled as the work of the master. The exhibition cemented the painting’s reputation as a genuine Leonardo and was the key marker of its rising value in the run-up to the groundbreaking Christie’s sale in 2017. Here it was billed as ‘the male Mona Lisa’, presumably to soften the Christian connotations of the painting for the international markets, particularly the potential Chinese and Arabic ones.

The tactic seemed to work, as the eventual buyer of the painting was soon reported to be Badr bin Abdullah bin Mohammed bin Farhan al-Saud, a Saudi Arabian prince variously alleged to be working on behalf of Abu Dhabi’s Department of Culture and Tourism or Crown Prince Mohammed of Saudi Arabia. A few weeks after the sale, the Louvre Abu Dhabi tweeted its plans to have the painting on display. Then came the four hundred-and-fifty-million-dollar wobble. The art world wobbles when the arbitrary nature of authenticity is exposed to the cold light of day. How do we know anything is real? Because we trust the experts who tell us so. Sometimes, though, those experts can make mistakes that can have serious repercussions as to the value of the artworks in question. Like Wile E. Coyote, the Looney Tunes character running off the edge of a cliff, the trick in avoiding falling is to not look down. What happened in the aftermath of the Christie’s sale of Salvator Mundi was that the art world looked down and was nearly knocked off balance by what it saw.

Despite the authentication by the five experts, and the stamp of approval from the National Gallery, the authorship of the painting was called into doubt. Experts in the field agreed it was likely the work of assistants in Leonardo’s workshop, but not – crucially for its now monumentally high price – the sole work of the hand of the master himself. The Louvre Abu Dhabi tweeted that its plans had changed, that the exhibition was being postponed and, to all intents and purposes, the painting disappeared. While rumours circulated that it was on a luxury yacht belonging to the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, sailing on the Red Sea, the odds are that it is most likely in an art storage warehouse, probably in Switzerland.

It’s important to point out that in the general order of things, this is not unusual. Much of the art bought and sold in the world today ends up in storage, often in purpose-built warehouses in duty-free zones where they continue to be an asset to their owners without having to lose money through tax. Canny art buyers may consolidate their purchases by lending their artworks to museums. This has the double advantage of saving money on storage and insurance, and at the same time, as was the case with Salvator Mundi, gaining the sheen of authenticity on account of having been in a museum. Museums, in fact, are key players in the art world. As was the case with the National Gallery, being on display can be seen as a mark of authentication and affirmation. Being painted by Leonardo da Vinci elevated Salvator Mundi from that beat-up old painting to something on a whole other level. The name Leonardo, just as with Michelangelo and the other Ninja Turtles, carries a certain cachet. It is not a coincidence that the artists we have all heard of, from school or TV documentaries, from Vincent van Gogh to Pablo Picasso and Andy Warhol are also the artists whose work sells the most reliably in the art market today.

It may well be that the five people who authenticated Salvator Mundi as the sole work of Leonardo (as opposed to a studio work under his supervision, which is also an acknowledged category) were sincere in their judgement – in fact, I have no reason to doubt they were. It’s not their fault the system of the art world rests entirely on our belief of experts, and the fact that the only way any of us can know if an artwork is ‘real’ is to take on trust what we are told. While it was socially transgressive to laugh at the fairy tale emperor swindled into buying non-existent new clothes, nobody would think twice if they heard the emperor had new art.

As for a Louvre in Abu Dhabi, you could have knocked me over with a feather when I heard the news that there was going to be one. When I first came to London, hardly anyone had even heard of Abu Dhabi. When I told them it was the capital of the United Arab Emirates, all I got was blank stares. I took to saying, ‘It’s in the Middle East – go to Iraq and turn left.’ Even when the neighbouring Emirate of Dubai made a name for itself as an international holiday destination, there remained an assumption that, altogether, the country was a cultural desert as well as a literal one. But in the same way that the UAE’s first President, Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan, built the infrastructure to ensure his desert capital bloomed, so his descendants, by the sheer dint of their wealth and ambition, were able to court and win the attention of the world’s most illustrious art museums. It’s never really been art for art’s sake so much as it has been art for money’s sake.

For the moment, Salvator Mundi remains disappeared. Whether or not it is, in fact, the sole work of a Renaissance genius, or something said Renaissance genius occasionally checked over while his assistants painted it, remains a question unanswered. What is more interesting to me, though, is how the situation is now spoken about. You don’t have to look very far to see the lingering colonialism of the art world. Take, for example, what the art critic and historian Ben Lewis said, unchallenged, on the BBC Radio 4 arts and culture review programme Front Row. Lewis is the author of The Last Leonardo, a meticulously researched account of the story of Salvator Mundi from Leonardo’s studio, its loss and recovery and its journey up the price scale through a series of auctions to becoming the most expensive painting ever sold. When asked about the whereabouts of the painting after its last, record-breaking sale, Lewis replied that it was likely
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