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Shock of the New Robert Hughes is a captivating exploration of the evolution of modern art and its impact on
society. Robert Hughes, an influential art critic, author, and television producer, is best known for his
insightful critiques and his ability to articulate complex ideas about art in a manner that is accessible to the
general public. His seminal work, “The Shock of the New,” published in 1980, not only served as a pivotal
moment in the discussion of modern art but also established Hughes as a significant voice in the art world. This
article delves into the themes presented in Hughes’ work, his contributions to art criticism, and the lasting
legacy of his insights in contemporary discussions of art.

The Core Themes of "The Shock of the New"

Robert Hughes’ “The Shock of the New” delves into several core themes that resonate throughout modern art.
Understanding these themes can provide valuable context for both art enthusiasts and casual viewers.

1. The Evolution of Modern Art

Hughes traces the evolution of modern art movements, including Impressionism, Cubism, and Surrealism,
highlighting how these movements disrupted traditional artistic conventions. He emphasizes the role of
historical context in shaping artistic expression.

2. The Role of Technology

Hughes discusses how technological advancements have influenced art, from the advent of photography to the
impact of television. He argues that these changes have altered not only how art is created but also how it is
consumed and understood.

3. The Relationship Between Art and Society

A significant aspect of Hughes’ argument is the relationship between art and the societal conditions of its time.
He explores how artists reflect and critique the world around them, making art a powerful tool for social
commentary.

4. The Challenge of Abstraction

Hughes examines the rise of abstraction in art and the challenges it poses to traditional forms of
representation. He articulates the tension between the viewer’s expectations and the artist’s intention,
particularly in the context of Abstract Expressionism.

Robert Hughes: A Brief Biography

To fully appreciate the insights presented in “The Shock of the New,” it’s essential to understand Robert
Hughes’ background and career.



Early Life: Born in 1938 in Sydney, Australia, Hughes showed an early interest in art and literature.

Education: He studied at the University of Sydney and later at the National Art School, where he honed
his skills as both an artist and a critic.

Career in Journalism: Hughes began his career as a journalist, eventually becoming the art critic for Time
magazine, where his reviews gained widespread recognition.

Television Work: In addition to his writing, Hughes produced a television series based on “The Shock of
the New,” which further expanded his reach and influence.

The Impact of "The Shock of the New"

“The Shock of the New” has had a profound impact on the field of art criticism and the public’s understanding of
modern art.

1. Accessibility of Art Criticism

One of Hughes’ primary contributions is his ability to make complex ideas about art accessible to a wider
audience. His writing style is engaging and often laced with wit, which helps demystify the world of modern art.

2. Influence on Future Art Critics

Hughes’ work has inspired a generation of art critics to adopt a similar approach—balancing scholarly
analysis with an engaging narrative. His emphasis on the importance of context has encouraged critics to
consider the broader implications of art.

3. Cultural Critique

Hughes’ exploration of the relationship between art and culture has prompted deeper discussions about the role
of artists in society. His critiques often encourage viewers to reflect on their own experiences and the socio-
political landscape in which art exists.

Key Takeaways from "The Shock of the New"

As readers engage with “The Shock of the New,” several key takeaways emerge that can enhance their
understanding of modern art.

Art as Reflection: Art does not exist in a vacuum; it is a reflection of the time, culture, and society in1.
which it is created.

Importance of Context: Understanding the historical and social context of an artwork can2.
significantly enhance one’s appreciation and interpretation.

Embrace of Change: Modern art often challenges traditional notions of beauty and representation,3.



encouraging viewers to embrace change and innovation.

Critical Engagement: Engaging critically with art can lead to a deeper understanding of its significance4.
and relevance in contemporary society.

Legacy of Robert Hughes

Robert Hughes passed away in 2012, but his legacy continues to resonate in the art world. His contributions
to art criticism and his ability to articulate complex ideas have left an indelible mark on both artists and
audiences alike.

1. Continued Relevance of His Ideas

Hughes’ insights remain relevant as contemporary artists grapple with issues of identity, technology, and
globalization. His work serves as a foundation for ongoing discussions about the role of art in society.

2. Influence on Art Education

His approach has influenced art education, encouraging educators to incorporate critical thinking and
historical context into their curricula. Many art schools reference Hughes’ work as a guiding principle for
understanding modern art.

3. The Importance of Art Criticism

Hughes’ career underscores the importance of art criticism in fostering a richer dialogue about art. By
challenging viewers to think critically about what they see, he has elevated the discourse surrounding modern
art.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Shock of the New Robert Hughes remains a vital text in the study of modern art, offering
insights that are as relevant today as they were at the time of its publication. Hughes’ ability to engage with
complex ideas in an accessible manner has made his work a cornerstone of art criticism. As we continue to
explore the evolving landscape of art, Hughes’ legacy will undoubtedly influence future generations of critics,
artists, and art lovers alike. Engaging with his ideas encourages a deeper appreciation of art and its profound
connection to the world we inhabit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Robert Hughes' 'Shock of the New'?

The main theme of 'Shock of the New' is the exploration of modern art and its impact on society, culture, and
perception, emphasizing how art reflects and challenges contemporary life.



How does Robert Hughes define modernism in 'Shock of the New'?

In 'Shock of the New', Robert Hughes defines modernism as a break from traditional forms and conventions,
characterized by innovation, experimentation, and a focus on the individual's experience in a rapidly changing
world.

What role does Hughes attribute to technology in the evolution of modern
art?

Hughes argues that technology plays a crucial role in the evolution of modern art by providing new tools and
mediums for artists, thus expanding the boundaries of creative expression and influencing artistic movements.

What are some key artists discussed in 'Shock of the New'?

Key artists discussed in 'Shock of the New' include Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock, and Andy Warhol, among
others, each representing different aspects and movements within modern art.

How does 'Shock of the New' address the relationship between art and
politics?

Hughes addresses the relationship between art and politics by examining how political contexts and social
upheavals influence artistic expression and the role of artists as commentators on their times.

What impact did 'Shock of the New' have on public perception of modern art?

'Shock of the New' significantly impacted public perception of modern art by making complex ideas accessible,
encouraging broader appreciation and understanding of contemporary artistic movements and their relevance.
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