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The Show Window
as a Tool of
Communication
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Sir Robert Peel, a leading figure in the textile industry
which developed along with the progress of the In-
dustrial Revolution, and who would later serve two
terms in the premiership of Great Britain, delivered an
interesting speech to the House of Commons in 1832.
In short, he said that as far as mechanical equipment
was concerned, British industrialists clearly surpassed
their rivals in other countries in all aspects, but that,
unfortunately, they were far below the standard of
their counterparts in pictorial design, an important
element used to create consumer appeal and thereby
promote consumption of British-made industrial prod-
ucts. His main point was that the Parliament should
decide to allocate a due portion of the budget to es-
tablish national museums and art schools in light of
protecting and encouraging art. As a matter of fact,
the speech by Sir Peel triggered the founding of the
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Victoria and Albert Museum, the National Gallery and
a number of art schools in London, Burmingham,
Manchester and other areas.

The British people in those days were so much af-
fected by art fever that Prince Albert of Germany was
said to have been chosen as the spouse of Queen
Victoria just because he was well versed in art. Prince
Albert, in fact, played a leading role in organizing the
First World Exposition in 1851.

However, it is not in the question of art education that
Sir Peel’s speech is found interesting. As it is imme-
diately sensed, Great Britain sought out first class art
pieces from Italy and France. Both of which were re-
cognized in the world of art as being the more highly
developed countries of the time. Great Britain’s search
was driven by Sir Peel’s proposal and supported by
the economic power gained through the Industrial
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Revolution.

The concept supported at the time was that the
collecting of superb art works and establishing art
schools would lead to the production of promising
artists, whose imagination and creative powers would
ultimately bring superior industrial and commercial
products into being. It, nonetheless, only appears to
have been an innocent illusion of the good old Utopian
era. Here lies the significance of Sir Peel’s speech.
The creativity of modern artists hesitates in the face of
mass production and mass reception. Or, it should be
rephrased this way: The individuality of modern art-
ists is fanatically hidden in their creative expressions,
while confronting the anti-individuality or non-indi-
viduality of an overwhelming mass of consumers. In
other words, individual creativity is drifing noncha-
lantly in an external space which is apparently wide
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Jasper Johns
[Flags 11 1973

Ito Gallery-Seijo,
© Jasper Johns/VAGA, New York 1991

and liberated and composed of the masses lacking
individuality.

Such a space is an ambiguous entity which cannot be
expressed rightly other than with the word “‘needs.”
When the nature of the ‘‘needs of the masses’” is ques-
tioned, words by a British philosopher in the 19th
century come to mind.

In his lecture given in 1857 in Manchester, the central
city during the Industrial Revolution, John Ruskin,
predicting that the human environment could be trans-
formed into an inorganic system in a gradually ex-
panding city, warned that the people’s daily life, in
such a void, would be nothing more than spiritless and
eccentric. It is commonly conceived that the human
senses will incite a desire for natural foods when they
are not allowed to eat such food. Likewise, a devastat-
ed urban landscape might be thought to produce a
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dream of pastoral peacefulness. But according to
Ruskin, reality is not like that.

He argues that a socially controlled urban populace
cannot enjoy themselves other than with the stimuli
they are accustomed to.

They are absorbed more intensely, sometimes even to
excess, in their familiar stimuli.

The spiritlessness and eccentricity of consumers and
the nonchalance and fanaticism of artists are rela-
tively clarified with these words. While admitting the
necessity of people-to-people communication, it is
difficult to form a consensus which is satisfactory to
both individuals and masses, or individuality and uni-
versality. It is a struggle not only among those who are
related to art, but of modern society as a whole.

The most simple answer to the question ‘‘for whom do
you make products?”’ would be ‘“‘for many people.”
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Would artists give the same answer when asked for
whom they create their works? At least, artists in the
20th century might answer “for myself.” Take for
example, Matisse whose emotional explosion was
made merry over as ‘‘fauve’ (beast), and the intellec-
tual humor of Picasso whose works were criticised as
“souvage’” (vulgarism).

The act of painting for both artists was meant for
themselves, and they had no intention of communi-
cating with others, at least in the ordinary sense of the
word. Did Gogh paint for the sake of others? How
about that arrogant Gauguin? Close questioning would
prove that even Monet and Cézanne painted for
themselves in their dream to be selected for the Salon.
Such artists’ attitudes find their origin in the 19th
century.

Strangely, such attitudes inherited by the followers

of Monet and Cézanne and those inspired by Matisse
and Picasso were rarely questioned until after World
War II.

In the 1960s, however, the situation dramatically
changed with the advent of what is called “pop art”
in the United States, which was then a country typical
of mass production and mass reception. Pop art or-
iginated in Great Britain, though.

No explanation about the achievements of pop artists
may be necessary as ‘“‘pop’ is the shortened form of
the word “‘popular.” Andy Warhol illustrated US dol-
lar notes and Campbell’s Soup cans in his works, while
Jasper Johns illustrated the Stars and Stripes. The
motifs of Roy Lichtenstein were scenes from the most
trendy comic strips.

They created art works, in the name of art, out of
consumer products which were mass-produced, mass-
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Roy Lichtenstein
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Private Collection,
© Roy Lichtenstein

marketed and mass-accepted. It was like painters in
the 19th century creating art pieces of individual
originality out of common motifs such as flowers and
apples.

What makes a definite difference between Warhol’s
Campbell’s Soup can and Jones’s Stars and Stripes and
Monet’s lotus flowers and Cézzane’s apples is that the
soup can and the national flag are made by somebody
(or, manufactured in a factory) and not naturally oc-
curring products as flowers and fruit. In the words of
Sir Robert Peel, they are industrial products which
could be mass produced as a result of their excellent
pictorial design.

These products of the industrial and commercial ages,
despite the fact that they gained mass reception, were
entities which were far from being questioned as to
whether they were art works or not. Needless to say,
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no one cares about who made them.

The further technology and commercialism develop,
the more complex the production process becomes
until it is impossible to trace who is the original de-
signer. TV programs or TV commercials, for example,
can name the director as the symbol of a team, but not
the individual artists playing a particular part in it.
Anonymity is of imperative importance for both sup-
pliers and receivers in these modern times of high-
technology, high-commercialism, high-consumerism,
mass production, mass communication and mass re-
ception. The masses do not have a definite character
as illusionally conceived during the age of dissemi-
nation of political ideologies and propaganda, but are
a pronoun for people who find a spiritual home in the
affluence of information. They are the ‘“‘spiritless”
people that John Ruskin referred to.
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What, then, does the birth and prevalence of pop art
relate? Is it adulation by artists to the reception by the
masses? Or, is it an indication of the awakening of con-
sumers seeking a flight of individuality out of their
acclimated situation of anti-individuality and non-
individuality?

“Eccentricity”’ as Ruskin said, meaning intense im-
mersion sought in the accustomed stimuli, is re-
membered here. The society of today has produced
systematized environments far beyond the level of
what Ruskin predicted 150 years ago. Any attempt to
revert to a fuzzy theory cannot change the systemati-
zation of our technology-built environments. Here, the
“eccentricity’”’ of people alone may present a relief.
Artists alone may have potential to transform both
“eccentricity”’ and systematized high technology
into the fictitious world of art. Being illusionary, the

world of art is harmless as a physical entity, yet, is
capable of eccentricity.

I strongly feel this when looking at the versatile work
of display designers. As intermediaries between the
producers and receivers, they consciously digest all
media and materials, and work to reconcile individu-
ality and non-individuality. In the age of mass-recep-
tion, perhaps true communication would be achieved
when a noticeable number of consumers would sym-
pathize with their displays.
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