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TheworkInterpretation of Visual Arts Across Societies and Political Culture: Emerging Research 
and Opportunities,publishedbyIGIGlobal,andwrittenbyProfessorMikaMarkusMerviöseeks
togiveanoverviewofcontemporaryartswithinaglobalisedandhighly image-basedconsumer
culture.Howdoesart,whichhasdevelopedovertime,coexistwithnewformsofimageproduction
anddistributionofcontemporaryculture?Thisisoneofthequestionsthatthebookstrivestoanswer
throughitsorganisationintochaptersdealingwithvaryingaspectsofartinthecontemporaryworld,
fromitsconstitutionoritspoliticalandsymbolicroleincrucialmomentsinthehistoryofmankind,
tothefinalpart,inwhichtheauthorinvitesustoreflectontherelevanceofthethoughtofWalter
Benjamin,andofPaulValéry,whopredictedamajorchangeintheworldofarts,bothintermsof
production and consumption, from the moment in which technology became part of everyone’s
everydaylives,throughcamerasandfilms,andsubsequently,televisionandcomputers.

Themajorquestionrunningright throughthework, towhichtheauthorattemptstogivean
answerinthefinalchapter,isifartcanmanagetosurvive,despitenewmassreproduction/distribution
technologies,despitetheacceleratedconsumptionofimagesanddespiteallthechangessufferedwithin
artitself–whichisnolongereasilyrecognisableorproducedwithingivenparameters,ortechniques,
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betheyculturalorphilosophical,andwhichcanevenbeconfusedwithmereentertainment.Theauthor
turnstothethinkingofthephilosopherKant,tofindadefinitionofartadaptabletonewcontagions,
andtransformations,sufferedbytheworldofartinthelast100years.Butthe“uselessness”ofart,
namedbythephilosopherasoneofitsessentialfeatures,haslongsincestoppedmakingsenseina
globalisedworldfocusedontrade,notonlyofconsumergoods,butalsoofsymbolicgoods,asubject
closetotheheartofthinkerLouisAlthusser,whotheauthorreferstowhenexplainingtheissuesof
ideologyintheworldofcultureandthearts.

MikaMerviöisanexpertininternationalrelations,withworkspublishedinthisfield.Heuses
hisknowledgeprimedfromsocialsciencesandhestrives,withthisbook,totackletheissueofart
fromaperspectivedesignedtobehybridandinnovative.Thestrengthofthisbookmayalsobeits
weakness,wherebyitisclearthattheauthorcomesfromanotherfield,andnotthatofthearts,or
arthistory.Thisdoesn’tstophimfromdemonstratingavastknowledgeonthemostpressingissues
ofart inthecontemporarycontextbut,at thesametime,hebypassessomefundamentalauthors
thathavealreadydiscussedthisselfsameissue–whichhasbeenontheagendasince,atleast,the
1960s–theworksofJosephKosuth,artistandtheoretician,whoproposes,atagivenmoment,touse
philosophersasoperatorsofartisticthought,notonlyforthetextstheyproducedontheissueofart,
butalsousingphilosophyitselfasanartisticsubject;furthertohisworks,andreflections,thereare
alsotheinescapabletextsofArthurDantoonartinthecontemporaryworld,whichrespondtothe
calloffearandofthegrowingprocessofdehistoricizationofhistoryitself,inadditiontotheworkof
HalFosteronthestateofartintheeraofanythinggoes.Theoreticians,suchasNicolasBourriaud,
referredinchapter5,andGeorgesDidi-Huberman,havealsoproposedamorethoroughinterpretation
ofthesituationofart,andofartists,highlightingthespecialrelationshipthatartdevelopswithits
viewersinthecontemporaryspace.Inthislight,theworkofMerviö’sbookismoreintroductory
innature,forreadersunfamiliarwiththemorecomplexissuesofartandofitsinterpretationinthe
contemporaryworld.Asafundamentaltext,itgivesaclear,criticaloverviewofthehistoryandof
theconditionofart,inacomprehensiblelanguage,withoutdisregardingthequalityofthetext,while
alsoreflectingonitscurrentsituation,itsroleanditsfuture.

Indeed, the question posed by the author is also a question with an answer that becomes
morecomplexwitheachday thatpasses:what isart?Therewasa time inwhich thingsweren’t
so complicated: art and beauty walked hand in hand. Everything was specified in the works of
philosophersandarchitects.Nomatterhowgreattheartist,therewasneveranyconfusionbetween
artandreality;theformerwasalwaysseenastheimitationofthelatter.Therewasalsoamoment
inwhichrealitystoppedbeingthereferencepointandartbegantogazeatitsownnavel:Ceci n’est 
pas une pipe.Apaintingofapipewasalwaysapainting,arepresentation;theartistunderstoodthat
hisrole,asademiurge,wastocreateanothernaturethatcouldn’tbeconfusedwithrealityitself.You
couldalsorecogniseartthoughthematerialsused,throughtheexhibitionvenues,throughthemodels
appearinginbooksandthroughtreatisesonaesthetics,whichgaveafewpointers.Therewasalways
thechancethatsomeworkswouldbemoreappreciatedthanothers,buttherewasneveranydoubt:
itwasalwaysaworkofart!Nowadaysyoucanneverbesure.Arthasbrokenfreefromitsprevious
confinesandspreadoutintothestreet;beautystoppedbeingaprerequisiteforanyartisticcreation
longago;andtheshockfactorinartnolongermakessenseinanerainwhichaudiovisuals,through
themanyscreensweshareourliveswith,promoteacontinuousimmersionintheabsurd.Andfor
thisreason,andothers,wegoonaskingourselves:justwhatisart?Whatisitfor?

MikaMerviö’sbookdoesnotseektogivedefinitiveanswers,becausehedoesn’thaveany,andI
doubtthatanyoneevercould.Hedoesclarifyaseriesofissuesandplacesartinacentralrolewithin
culture,recognisingthatwithoutart,culturewouldceasetomakesenseandthatweneednotonly
tounderstanditsprocesses,butalsohowtovalueitandunderstandtheplaceitoccupies,andhas
alwaysoccupied,insociety.Accordingtotheauthor:“Whiletherearemoreactiveartistsintheworld
thaneverbeforeandwhilemanyartmarketsarestillintheirformativephaseitwilltakealongtime
beforewehaveabetterideaofthelastingimpactofthepresentgenerationofcontemporaryartists”.
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Ifwearenotable,asyet,togaugetheimpactofthecurrentgenerationofartistsontheartmarket,
weareable,accordingtoMerviö,toseethatthetransformations,bothtechnologicalandideological
havebeenunabletoremovemankind’sneedforenjoying,consumingorinterpretingart.Andforthis
reason,thisbookisaguideforanyonelookingforabetterunderstandingofthecontinually-changing
yetpermanentlystubbornartworld.
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