JOY FOR EVER

HOW TO USE ART TO
CHANGE THE WORLD AND
ITS PRICEIN THE MARKET

THE ARCHITECTURE OF POLITICS

One ofthe key reasons why John Ruskin struggled so
muchwiththeideaof‘artforart’'s sake’-theideathat
artshouldoccupyitsownworld,alwaysremainingat
oneremovefromsociety—isthathewantedartto
bepolitical. Thisdoesn’tmeanthatRuskinthought
paintings should depictallegories of political life —
thoughheclearlybelievedartshouldinvolveitselfin
debatesaboutmoralandethicalvirtue—itmeansthat
Ruskin thought art, and more precisely the making and
doingofart,wasinitselfasocialand political act. Not
onlydid he believethatmaking potswouldreturn
anownership oflabourto menand women who
increasingly spenttheirlivesinthe monotonous
drudgery offactory and millwork, he thoughtthat
artcouldsitatthe centre ofanew educationaland
political system.

Centraltothisideaofpolitical art,forRuskin,was
theideaofgoodgovernance.Ruskinfrequentlyused
themetaphorofthe home, the householdandthe
judicioushousewifeasameanstoofferuswaysof
thinking beyond the impositions of governmentfrom
afarandfromabove. He also used metaphors ofthe
small, the local, the ready-to-hand and the achievable
asawaytorejectthedominantpoliticalandeconomic
ideas ofthe time. ForRuskin, the idea of ‘Laissez-Faire’
economicsand politics—where everyone wasoutfor
themselves, guided by an invisible hand of the
economy —was morally and ethically bankrupt. Instead,
Ruskinsoughtto putthelittlecommunity backinto
Victorianideas of the big society.

Theseideasofsmall-scalemanagementandartful
living are becoming widespread again. When we look
towardourownconstitutionalcrisis,broughtonby
political infighting over Brexit, most of us feel detached
and alienated from our process ofgovernmentand
power. With no suitable political alternatives on the
horizon, many are turningagaintotheideas of
small-scale making and doing as a means towrestback
somesenseofself-organisationandempowerment.
Andthisiswhere the relationship of aesthetics and
politics, in a Ruskinian sense, re-emerges. Ruskin
preferredthe medieval architecture ofthe Gothicto
the geometrical precision ofthe High Renaissance—
andthiswasnotsimplyfornostalgia’ssake.Instead,
Ruskinsawinthe Gothicahumanscale,onethat
resided in its imperfections, its struggles and its
communal/collective beauty. This way of making
architecture, forRuskin,wassuperiortothe ‘onesize
fits all’ solution of Renaissance architecture, governed,
asitwas, byanon-humanscale (andabeliefthat
abstract rules of geometry and mathematics would
deliver uncompromising beauty). Once more, the
Whitworth would like to invite you to take the
opportunityofRuskin’s200thanniversaryandtothink
withusagainabouttherelationshipsbetweenart,
politics and society on a more meaningful and personal
scale,andtoshare withus some thoughtsonhowwe
mightusethemuseum,andits collections,toimagine
ourselves differently.
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