
the shock of new robert hughes

The shock of new Robert Hughes is a phrase that encapsulates the profound impact of Hughes's work on
the landscape of art criticism and cultural commentary. Robert Hughes was an Australian-born art critic,
essayist, and television producer, renowned for his incisive analysis and passionate engagement with
contemporary art. Through his writings and television documentaries, he challenged audiences to rethink
their perceptions of art and culture, making significant contributions that continue to resonate today.

Who Was Robert Hughes?

Robert Hughes was born on July 28, 1938, in Sydney, Australia. He became a pivotal figure in the world of
art criticism, particularly during the late 20th century. Hughes's career spanned several decades, during
which he gained recognition for both his written works and his television programs. His distinct style
combined rigorous intellectual analysis with a fervent emotional engagement, setting him apart from his
contemporaries.

Early Life and Education

- Background: Hughes grew up in a middle-class family in Sydney. His father was a public servant, and his
mother was a homemaker. He developed an early interest in art, influenced by his surroundings and the
cultural institutions in Australia.
- Education: He attended the University of Sydney, where he studied art history and later moved to
London to further his education. His time in Europe exposed him to a wide array of artistic movements and
philosophies, shaping his later critiques.

Career Highlights

- Art Critic: Hughes's career as an art critic began in the 1960s. He wrote for several prominent publications,
including Time magazine, where he served as the art critic from 1970 to 1979.
- Television Producer: Hughes gained widespread fame with his BBC documentary series "The Shock of
the New," which aired in 1980. The series explored the development of modern art and its relationship to
contemporary society, and it remains influential to this day.
- Author: He authored several significant books, including "The Shock of the New," "American Visions,"
and "The Culture of Complaint." These works reflect his deep understanding of art and his ability to convey
complex ideas to a general audience.



The Impact of "The Shock of the New"

"The Shock of the New" is perhaps Hughes's most famous work, both as a book and as a television series. It
serves as a critical examination of modern art, exploring the evolution of artistic movements from
Impressionism to the avant-garde of the late 20th century.

Key Themes Explored

1. Modernism vs. Traditionalism: Hughes delves into the tensions between modernist and traditional art
forms, highlighting the radical shift in artistic values during the 20th century.
2. The Role of the Artist: He examines how the role of the artist transformed, reflecting broader societal
changes and the impact of technology on creative expression.
3. Cultural Commentary: Hughes's work is not just an analysis of art; it also serves as a commentary on
cultural and political issues, urging viewers to consider the social contexts in which art is created.

Critical Reception

- Praise: Critics lauded "The Shock of the New" for its engaging narrative and visual style. Hughes's ability
to articulate complex ideas in an accessible manner was widely appreciated.
- Controversy: While many embraced his provocations, some traditionalists viewed his critiques as overly
dismissive of established art forms. His outspoken opinions often sparked debate within the art community.

Hughes's Legacy in Art Criticism

Robert Hughes's contributions to art criticism extend far beyond "The Shock of the New." His legacy is
characterized by his passionate advocacy for genuine artistic expression and his rejection of art that he
perceived as insincere or commercialized.

Influence on Future Generations

- Mentorship: Hughes inspired a generation of art critics and writers, encouraging them to engage deeply
with the subject matter and to approach art from a philosophical perspective.
- Continued Relevance: His critiques remain relevant as contemporary artists grapple with issues of
authenticity, consumerism, and the role of art in society.



Key Characteristics of Hughes's Criticism

1. Emotional Engagement: Hughes believed that art should evoke strong emotional responses and challenge
viewers to confront their beliefs and values.
2. Intellectual Rigor: He combined passionate prose with well-researched arguments, ensuring that his
critiques were both compelling and informed.
3. Cultural Context: Hughes emphasized the importance of understanding the cultural and historical context
of art, arguing that to appreciate art fully, one must consider the artist's background and the societal
influences at play.

The Controversial Aspects of Hughes's Work

While Hughes's contributions to art criticism are celebrated, they also sparked considerable controversy. His
views were often polarizing, leading to heated debates within the art community.

His Critiques of Contemporary Art

- Commercialization: Hughes was vocal about his disdain for the commercialization of art, arguing that it
diluted the integrity of artistic expression.
- Postmodernism: He was critical of postmodernism, perceiving it as a retreat from the sincerity and
emotional depth of earlier movements. This critique resonated with many traditionalists but alienated some
contemporary artists.

Public Persona and Controversies

- Outspoken Nature: Hughes's candidness and willingness to voice unpopular opinions made him a divisive
figure. His confrontational style often led to public disputes with artists and critics alike.
- Cultural Commentary: His sharp criticism of American culture, particularly during the rise of
consumerism and the influence of mass media, positioned him as a cultural provocateur, further cementing
his status as a controversial figure.

Conclusion: The Enduring Shock of New Robert Hughes

In retrospect, the shock of new Robert Hughes resonates with audiences not only as a reflection of his time
but as a timeless challenge to engage with art in a meaningful way. His legacy endures, prompting new



generations to question the nature of art and its role in society. As we continue to navigate the complexities
of contemporary culture, Hughes's insights remain vital, encouraging us to confront the uncomfortable
truths about art, authenticity, and our collective human experience.

Robert Hughes's work serves as a reminder that art is not merely an object of aesthetic appreciation; it is a
powerful medium for conversation, critique, and connection. Through his passionate advocacy for genuine
artistic expression, Hughes invites us to embrace the shock of new perspectives, urging us to remain
vigilant and engaged in our understanding of the world of art.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Shock of the New' by Robert Hughes about?
'The Shock of the New' is a documentary series and accompanying book by art critic Robert Hughes that
explores the development of modern art from the 19th century to the 20th century, focusing on how it
reflects and responds to contemporary social and political changes.

How did Robert Hughes approach the subject of modern art in his work?
Hughes approached modern art with a critical eye, combining art history with personal opinion, cultural
commentary, and a narrative style that aimed to make complex art concepts accessible to a broader
audience.

What impact did 'The Shock of the New' have on art criticism?
'The Shock of the New' had a significant impact on art criticism by popularizing the discussion of modern
art and encouraging a new generation of art enthusiasts and critics to engage with contemporary works and
their societal implications.

Which key themes are explored in 'The Shock of the New'?
Key themes in 'The Shock of the New' include the relationship between art and technology, the evolution
of artistic movements, the role of the artist in society, and the impact of historical events on artistic
expression.

How has 'The Shock of the New' been received by audiences?
'The Shock of the New' has been widely praised for its insightful analysis and engaging presentation,
becoming a seminal work for both art students and general viewers interested in understanding modern
art's complexities.



What are some criticisms of Robert Hughes's perspective in 'The Shock of
the New'?
Some critics argue that Hughes's perspective can be overly subjective and dismissive of certain
contemporary art forms, suggesting that his traditional views may not fully encompass the diversity and
innovation in modern artistic practices.

Is 'The Shock of the New' still relevant in today's art discourse?
Yes, 'The Shock of the New' remains relevant today as it provides a foundational understanding of modern
art movements and continues to inspire discussions about the relationship between art, culture, and society.
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