robert hughes the shock of the new

**Robert Hughes The Shock of the New: Exploring Modern Art’s Revolutionary Impact**

robert hughes the shock of the new marks a pivotal moment in the way we understand and appreciate
modern art. This groundbreaking television series and accompanying book, created by the renowned
Australian art critic Robert Hughes, delves into the radical transformations that shaped the art world from
the late 19th century through to the late 20th century. It is not just an educational journey but also a vivid
storytelling experience that captures the excitement, controversy, and profound cultural shifts that modern

art ignited.

Understanding "The Shock of the New" and Its Significance

‘When Robert Hughes released *The Shock of the New* in 1980, it was more than just a documentary
series; it was a revelation. Hughes brought to life the story of modern art in a way that was accessible yet
deeply insightful, combining historical context with a passionate critique. The title itself hints at the
emotional and intellectual jolts that new art forms delivered to audiences: the "shock” of encountering

something unfamiliar, challenging, and often unsettling.

This series offers an exploration of how art evolved in tandem with societal changes—industrialization,
urbanization, political upheaval, and technological innovation. For many viewers and readers, Hughes’s
work served as a gateway to understanding abstract expressionism, cubism, minimalism, and other

movements that might otherwise seem opaque or intimidating.

Robert Hughes: The Voice Behind the Series

Before diving deeper into the themes of *The Shock of the New*, it’s crucial to appreciate Robert Hughes
himself. Known for his sharp wit, eloquence, and often uncompromising opinions, Hughes was a critic who
didn’t shy away from controversy. His background as an artist and journalist gave him a unique
perspective, enabling him to critique art with both empathy and rigor. His style was conversational, which
helped demystify modern art, inviting a broader audience to engage with works that were often dismissed

as elitist or incomprehensible.

Thematic Exploration of Modern Art Movements

One of the strengths of *The Shock of the New* lies in its thematic, rather than strictly chronological,



approach. Hughes organizes the narrative around key ideas and innovations that reshaped the art landscape.

The Birth of Modernism and Its Rebels

The series begins by examining the origins of modernism, highlighting how artists like Paul Cézanne,
Vincent van Gogh, and Paul Gauguin broke away from traditional techniques and subjects. Hughes shows
how these innovators challenged the academic norms of their time, setting the stage for radical

experimentation.

This section also touches on the cultural shock that accompanied movements like Fauvism and Cubism.
Pablo Picasso’s groundbreaking *Les Demoiselles d'Avignon*, for example, is discussed not only as a work of

art but as a symbol of a new way of seeing the world—fragmented, multifaceted, and subjective.

Abstract Expressionism and the Rise of the Avant-Garde

Moving into the mid-20th century, Hughes explores the explosive energy of abstract expressionism, with
figures like Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko at the forefront. He explains how post-war anxieties and the

search for individual freedom found expression in these bold, often chaotic artworks.

This part of *The Shock of the New™ also highlights the tension between commercial success and artistic

integrity, emphasizing how the New York art scene became the new epicenter of avant-garde creativity.

Minimalism, Pop Art, and Beyond

As the century progressed, Hughes turns his attention to the emergence of minimalism and pop art. He
contrasts the spare, conceptual works of artists like Donald Judd with the vibrant, consumer-culture-

inspired pieces of Andy Warhol.
This section underscores how art responded to and reflected the growing influence of media, advertising,

and technology. Hughes’s commentary helps viewers recognize that these movements weren’t just

aesthetic choices but also commentaries on modern life’s complexities.

Why "The Shock of the New" Still Matters Today

Decades after its release, *The Shock of the New™ remains a vital resource for anyone interested in art

history, criticism, or culture. But why has it endured as a touchstone?



Bridging the Gap Between Public and Art World

One of the key reasons for its lasting impact is the way Hughes bridges the often intimidating gap between
the general public and the art world. His engaging narrative style—packed with anecdotes, historical

insights, and clear explanations—makes the complexities of modern art approachable.

For students, educators, and art enthusiasts, *The Shock of the New* functions as an invaluable tool for
understanding how art reflects and influences societal changes. It encourages viewers to think critically

about what art means beyond aesthetics.

Encouraging Critical Engagement with Art

Hughes’s critical approach also invites us to question the art establishment and the mechanisms that
determine value and fame. He doesn’t simply celebrate every innovation; he often challenges the hype

surrounding certain artists and movements, fostering a more nuanced appreciation.

This critical lens is especially relevant in today’s art market, which is heavily influenced by commercial
interests and media spectacle. Hughes’s work reminds us to look beyond surface appeal and consider the

cultural and historical significance of artworks.

Tips for Exploring Modern Art Inspired by "The Shock of the

New

If *The Shock of the New™ has sparked your interest in modern art, here are some ways to deepen your

engagement:

e Visit Museums and Galleries: Seeing modern art in person offers an irreplaceable experience. Pay

attention to how different artworks make you feel and what thoughts they provoke.

¢ Read Widely: Supplement your viewing with books and articles by other critics and historians to

gain multiple perspectives.

e Learn About the Artists’ Contexts: Understanding the historical and personal background of artists

can enrich your appreciation of their work.

e Watch the Documentary: If possible, watch Hughes’s original series to experience his storytelling
firsthand.



e Discuss with Others: Join art discussion groups or online forums to share insights and hear different

interpretations.

Robert Hughes and the Legacy of "The Shock of the New"

Beyond the facts and figures, Robert Hughes’s *The Shock of the New™* is a passionate invitation to
reconsider how we see the world through art. Its blend of history, criticism, and storytelling continues to

inspire new generations of art lovers and creators.

For anyone curious about how modern art disrupted traditions and redefined creativity, Hughes’s work
remains a compelling and enlightening guide—one that captures the enduring power of art to challenge,

provoke, and transform.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Shock of the New' by Robert Hughes about?

"The Shock of the New' is a documentary and book by Robert Hughes that explores the development of
modern art since the late 19th century, examining how new artistic movements challenged traditional

aesthetics and reflected social and technological changes.

‘Who was Robert Hughes in the context of art history?

Robert Hughes was a renowned Australian art critic, writer, and historian known for his insightful
commentary on modern art, particularly through his work 'The Shock of the New," which brought

modern art history to a broad audience.

When was 'The Shock of the New' first released?

The television series "The Shock of the New' was first broadcast in 1980, accompanied by a book of the same

name published the same year.

What are some key themes discussed in 'The Shock of the New"?

"The Shock of the New' discusses themes such as the impact of industrialization and technology on art, the
evolution of artistic styles like Cubism, Surrealism, and Abstract Expressionism, and the relationship

between art and society.



How did 'The Shock of the New"' influence public understanding of

modern art?

The series and book made modern art more accessible and understandable to the general public by

explaining complex artistic concepts and contextualizing art within historical and social frameworks.

What artistic periods does Robert Hughes cover in "The Shock of the
New"?

Hughes covers artistic periods from the late 19th century through the 20th century, including

Impressionism, Cubism, Futurism, Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, and Minimalism.

Is 'The Shock of the New' still relevant for studying modern art today?

Yes, "The Shock of the New' remains a valuable resource for understanding the history and development

of modern art, offering critical insights that continue to influence art criticism and education.

Where can one watch or read "The Shock of the New'?

The television series "The Shock of the New' is available on various streaming platforms and DVD

collections, while the accompanying book can be found in bookstores and libraries worldwide.

Additional Resources

Robert Hughes The Shock of the New: A Critical Examination of Modern Art and Its Impact

robert hughes the shock of the new stands as a seminal work in the discourse of modern art, offering a
penetrating exploration of the radical transformations that shaped the art world from the late 19th century
onward. Originally a BBC television series and a companion book released in the early 1980s, Hughes’
narrative delves into the complexities, controversies, and innovations characterizing modernism. His
analytical approach combines historical context with a vivid critique of artistic movements, providing
audiences with a comprehensive understanding of how modern art challenged traditional aesthetics and

cultural values.

Hughes’ work remains influential due to its ability to dissect the often perplexing developments in art
through a clear, articulate, and engaging presentation. This article aims to provide a thorough review of
"The Shock of the New," examining its thematic concerns, Hughes’s critical methodology, and its lasting

relevance in contemporary art criticism.



An In-Depth Analysis of Robert Hughes’ Perspective

At its core, "The Shock of the New" investigates the rupture modern art caused in the established visual
and cultural order. Hughes traces this upheaval back to the Industrial Revolution and the consequent
societal shifts that demanded new forms of expression. Unlike traditional art history narratives, which often
celebrate aesthetic beauty and craftsmanship, Hughes emphasizes art’s relationship with modernity’s social,

political, and technological changes.

The series and book span a broad timeline, covering Impressionism, Cubism, Futurism, Surrealism, Abstract
Expressionism, Minimalism, and Postmodernism. Hughes’s analysis is notable for balancing admiration for
innovation with a critical skepticism toward art’s sometimes self-indulgent or commercial tendencies. His
evaluation often highlights the tension between art as a form of genuine social commentary and the

commodification of art objects within the capitalist market.

Methodology and Narrative Style

Hughes employs a journalistic style that prioritizes accessibility without sacrificing intellectual rigor. His
background as an art critic allows him to weave anecdotal evidence, artist biographies, and socio-political
context into a coherent narrative that appeals to both scholarly and general audiences. This approach
demystifies avant-garde art, often perceived as esoteric, by linking artworks to the lived experiences and

historical moments that shaped them.

Moreover, Hughes’s critical voice is marked by a blend of wit, skepticism, and passionate advocacy for the
power of art to reflect and influence society. This tone contributes to the work’s enduring appeal, as it

navigates complex artistic theories while maintaining an engaging and sometimes provocative stance.

Thematic Exploration in The Shock of the New

Hughes’s examination is structured around several interrelated themes that reveal the evolving

relationship between art and modern life.

Modernity and the Machine Age

One of the central themes is the impact of industrialization and technology on artistic production and
perception. Hughes argues that modern art cannot be understood outside the context of the rapid
mechanization and urbanization that redefined everyday existence. Movements like Futurism celebrated

speed, machinery, and progress, while others, like Dadaism, responded with skepticism and absurdity.



This dialectic between celebration and critique of modernity is a recurring motif. Hughes illustrates how
artists grappled with the alienation and fragmentation brought by the machine age, leading to experimental

forms that broke away from traditional realism.

The Role of the Avant-Garde

Hughes highlights the avant-garde as both an artistic and ideological force that sought to challenge cultural
norms. He explores how avant-garde artists positioned themselves in opposition to the established art
institutions and bourgeois values. This antagonism sometimes led to radical innovations but also to

controversies regarding the purpose and accessibility of art.

The Shock of the New traces the avant-garde’s evolution from early 20th-century movements to its
decline and eventual assimilation into mainstream culture, raising questions about authenticity and co-

optation.

Art and Politics

A significant portion of Hughes’s analysis focuses on the intersection between art and political ideas. He
examines how movements like Social Realism and Mexican Muralism engaged directly with social justice

issues, contrasting with more abstract or formalist approaches that eschewed explicit political content.

Hughes’s critique extends to the Cold War era, where Abstract Expressionism was promoted as a symbol of

Western freedom, illustrating art’s role as a tool of ideological propaganda.

Comparative Features and Impact

When compared to other art historical works of its time, "The Shock of the New" distinguishes itself
through its multimedia format and its broad cultural lens. Unlike purely academic texts, Hughes’s series
utilized visual storytelling to bring artworks to life, enhancing viewer engagement. This method not only

educated audiences but also influenced subsequent art documentaries and criticism.

The work’s accessibility contributed to a wider public understanding of modern art, challenging
widespread perceptions of it as inaccessible or elitist. However, some critics argue that Hughes’s strong
opinions occasionally border on reductionism, simplifying complex movements to fit a compelling

narrative.



Pros and Cons of Hughes’s Approach

¢ Pros: Clear, engaging narrative; integration of historical context; demystifies modern art; combines

scholarly insight with popular appeal.

e Cons: Occasional bias against certain art movements; some generalizations; focus primarily on

Western art history, with limited attention to non-Western perspectives.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Decades after its release, "robert hughes the shock of the new" continues to resonate within the fields of art
history, criticism, and education. Its influence is evident in the way modern art is framed in public
discourse, museums, and academia. Hughes’s insistence on understanding art within its societal and

technological milieu remains a foundational principle in contemporary art studies.

In an era where digital media and globalization are transforming artistic practices, revisiting Hughes’s
insights helps contextualize ongoing debates about the nature and purpose of art. His work prompts critical
reflection on how new technologies and cultural shifts continue to “shock” audiences and redefine artistic

boundaries.

Ultimately, Robert Hughes’s "The Shock of the New" remains a vital resource for anyone seeking to

comprehend the tumultuous evolution of modern art and its enduring impact on culture and society.

Robert Hughes The Shock Of The New
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was born in 1968 after a run as an insert of the New York Herald Tribune and quickly made a place
for itself as the trusted resource for readers across the country. With award-winning writing and
photography covering everything from politics and food to theater and fashion, the magazine's
consistent mission has been to reflect back to its audience the energy and excitement of the city
itself, while celebrating New York as both a place and an idea.
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beautifully illustrated hundred-year history of modern art, from cubism to pop and avant-guard.
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2000-05-15 Published to accompany the exhibition held at New York, Houston, Cologne and Bilbao,
September 1997 - March 1999.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Cinema and Modernity Murray Pomerance, 2006 In
Cinema and Modernity, Murray Pomerance brings together new essays by seventeen leading
scholars to explore the complexity of the essential connection between film and modernity. Among
the many films considered are Detour, Shock Corridor, The Last Laugh, and Experiment in Terror.
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robert hughes the shock of the new: Ornament James Trilling, 2003 This text is a
wide-ranging consideration of the cultural and symbolic significance of ornament, its rejection by
modernism and its subsequent reinvention. Trilling explains how ornament works, why it has to be
explained and why it matters.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Mark Rothko David Anfam, 1998-09-10 This is the first
volume of the catalogue raisonne of the work of Mark Rothko, the abstract artist. It documents
Rothko's entire output of paintings on canvas and panel, reproducing all the works in colour. An
introductory text investigates the essential features of Rothko's art.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Toward the Visualization of History Mark Howard
Moss, 2008-01-01 This book discusses the impact of visuals on the study of history by examining
visual culture and the future of print, providing an analysis of photography, film, television, and
computer culture. The author shows how the visualization of history can become a driving social and
cultural force for change.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Adrift in the Technological Matrix David L. Erben,
2003 Technology continues to transform the world with a process that seems to be constantly
accelerating. The struggle to understand the way the new computer and communications
technologies are transforming the world is many-sided. What the essays collected in this issue of the
'‘Bucknell Review' attempt is a general cultural approach to the notion of ther being a technological
matrix in which we all now find ourselves adrift and of which our experience is often dread. Adrift
and dread are not single metaphors in the collection. In order to attempt this interrogation of the
technological matrix, the essayists have drawn from a variety of disciplines- literature, philosophy,
religion, art, media studies- while retaining the substantial contibutions of previous theorists of
technology. The main thrust of this collection is to underscore the vast enrichment given to a study
of the new technologies when approached from a broad cultural standpoint.
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robert hughes the shock of the new: The Values Connection A. James Reichley, 2002
Values are missing from American politics. But should religion and government mix? A. James
Reichley makes the provocative case that without a strong moral basis, American democracy is in
trouble. The author's deep background in political theory and American Constitutional history allows
him to propose practical steps for a constitutionally valid relationship between religion and public
life. He surveys the seven major value systems currently competing for America's heart and soul and
convincingly demonstrates that only one--what Reichley calls 'transcendent idealism'--is the way to
secure America's future. He then goes an extra step by pointing out examples of successful,
morally-based public policies addressing critical social problems ranging from drug abuse to single
parenthood to school choice. What's God got to do with good government? In The Values




Connection, the answer is everything.

robert hughes the shock of the new: On the Laws of the Poetic Art Anthony Hecht,
2023-10-17 A magisterial exploration of poetry’s place in the fine arts by one of the twentieth
century's leading poets In this book, eminent poet Anthony Hecht explores the art of poetry and its
relationship to the other fine arts. While the problems he treats entail both philosophic and
theoretical discussion, he never allows abstract speculation to overshadow his delight in the written
texts that he introduces, or in the specific examples of painting and music to which he refers. After
discussing literature’s links with painting and music, Hecht investigates the theme of paradise and
wilderness, especially in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. He then turns to the question of public and
private art, exploring the ways in which all the arts participate in balances between private and
public modes of discourse, and between an exclusive or elitist role and the openly political.
Beginning with a discussion of architecture as an illustration of a more general theme of discord and
balance, the penultimate lecture probes the inner contradictions of works of art and our reactions to
them, while the final piece concerns art and morality.

robert hughes the shock of the new: The Gendered Cyborg Fiona Hovenden, Linda Janes, Gill
Kirkup, Kathryn Woodward, 2013-09-13 The Gendered Cyborg explores the relationship between
representation, technoscience and gender, through the metaphor of the cyborg. The contributors
argue that the figure of the cyborg offers ways of thinking about the relationship between culture
and technology, people and machines which disrupt the power of science to enfore the categories
through which we think about being human: male and female. Taking inspiration from Donna
Haraway's groundbreaking Manifesto for Cyborgs, the articles consider how the cyborg has been
used in cultural representation from reproductive technology to sci-fi, and question whether the
cyborg is as powerful a symbol as is often claimed. The different sections of the reader explore: * the
construction of gender categories through science * the interraction of technoscience and gender in
contemporary science fiction film such as Bladerunner and the Alien series * debates around modern
reproductive technology such as ultrasound scans and IVF, assessing their benefits and constraints
for women * issues relating to artificial intelligence and the internet.

robert hughes the shock of the new: The Consumerist Manifesto Martin P. Davidson,
2013-09-27 Advertising is no longer on the defensive. It has survived the snobbery of the 50s, the
conspiracy theories of the 60s and the semiology of the 70s to be embraced and apotheosised by the
80s. The Consumerist Manifesto is the first book to examine the advertising process from within the
agency itself, and from the wider perspective of advertising's dual relationship as both consumer
and object, with contemporary cultural theory. Martin Davidson follows the creation of successful
campaigns and explores how advertising has succeeded in setting the tone for even larger aspects of
our material and personal lives. With the impact of postmodernism and popular culture, and the
subsequent collapse of the old anti-advertising critique, the books reveals how advertising came to
be embraced as the idiom of the enterprise culture, and how it became central to the decades
assault on traditional notions of political and cultural value. Martin Davidson explores the wider
implications of advertising's dominance for cultural theory, art, anthropology and language. Finally,
Martin Davidson asks how this new critique will have to develop if the industry's new credibility is to
be maintained.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Education in the Third Reich Gilmer W. Blackburn,
1985-01-01 In its determination to take absolute control, the Third Reich focused on the nation's
youth, reserving for the schools the vital task of refashioning the German psyche. This book
examines these propaganda efforts--one of the most radical and far-reaching experiments in
educational history. The book focuses on the manipulation of the German past, one of the primary
means of state intervention to ensure the triumph of the racial idea in history. It shows how
textbooks written by National Socialists equalled or exceeded the most imaginative fiction, with an
itinerary that extended from Valhalla and the Germania of Tacitus to the Prussia of Frederick the
Great, before mounting to the pinnacle represented by the Third Reich. The primary source
materials for this study consist of a broad, representative collection of history textbooks, primers,



and books of readings containing historical instruction.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Rewiring the Real Mark C. Taylor, 2013-01-29 Digital
and electronic technologies that act as extensions of our bodies and minds are changing how we live,
think, act, and write. Some welcome these developments as bringing humans closer to unified
consciousness and eternal life. Others worry that invasive globalized technologies threaten to
destroy the self and the world. Whether feared or desired, these innovations provoke emotions that
have long fueled the religious imagination, suggesting the presence of a latent spirituality in an era
mistakenly deemed secular and posthuman. William Gaddis, Richard Powers, Mark Danielewski, and
Don DelLillo are American authors who explore this phenomenon thoroughly in their work. Engaging
the works of each in conversation, Mark C. Taylor discusses their sophisticated representations of
new media, communications, information, and virtual technologies and their transformative effects
on the self and society. He focuses on Gaddis's The Recognitions, Powers's Plowing the Dark,
Danielewski's House of Leaves, and DelLillo's Underworld, following the interplay of technology and
religion in their narratives and their imagining of the transition from human to posthuman states.
Their challenging ideas and inventive styles reveal the fascinating ways religious interests affect
emerging technologies and how, in turn, these technologies guide spiritual aspirations. To read
these novels from this perspective is to see them and the world anew.

robert hughes the shock of the new: The Age of Atheists Peter Watson, 2014-02-18
Examines atheism as a modern intellectual achievement that has motivated individuals to pursue
invention and self-reliance, citing the accomplishments of secular philosophers, scientists, and
artists who have worked in the absence of religious belief.

robert hughes the shock of the new: Modernism After the Death of God Stephen Kern,
2017-11-22 Modernism After the Death of God explores the work of seven influential modernists.
Friedrich Nietzsche, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, André Gide, and Martin Heidegger criticized the
destructive impact that they believed Christian sexual morality had had or threatened to have on
their love life. Although not a Christian, Freud criticized the negative effect that Christian sexual
morality had on his clinical subjects and on Western civilization, while Virginia Woolf condemned
how her society was sanctioned by a patriarchal Christian authority. All seven worked to replace the
loss or absence of Christian unity with non-Christian unifying projects in their respective fields of
philosophy, psychiatry, or literature. The basic structure of their main contributions to modernist
culture was a dynamic interaction of radical fragmentation necessitating radical unification that was
always in process and never complete.
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