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[ART TURNING LEFT] 

 
 Date: Dec, 2013 

Tate Liverpool 

 Art Turning Left is the first exhibition to examine how the production and 

reception of art has been influenced by left-wing values, from the French 

Revolution to the present day. 

Left-wing political values such as collectivism, equality and the search for 

alternative economies have continuously influenced the making of art and 

visual culture, from the way in which William Morris organised his 

production line to the deliberate anonymity of the designers of the Atelier 

Populaire posters in Paris 1968. The direct involvement of visual artists in 

politics and the social and ethical values of left-wing politics can be traced to 

the French Revolution, when artists such as Jacques-Louis David granted 

permission for their artwork to be reproduced to support the Republican 

cause. Versions of David’s iconic image of The Death of Marat 1793–4, one 

of the most famous images of the Revolution is an exhibition highlight. 

Art Turning Left is a thematic exhibition, based on key concerns that span 

different historical periods and geographic locations. They range from 

equality in production and collective authorship to the question of how to 

merge art and life. The exhibition moves away from the political messages 

behind the works and claims about the ability of art to deliver political and 

social change, and instead focuses on the effect political values have had on 

the processes, aesthetics and display of artworks. 
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El Lissitzky 1890-1941 
Russian painter, typographer, architect and designer. Born in Polshinok and grew up 
in Vitebsk. Studied architecture at the Polytechnic in Darmstadt 1909-14, then 
returned to Moscow where he began to work in an architect's office. Also began in 
1917 to illustrate Jewish books for children, at first in a style influenced by Chagall 
and popular prints. In 1919 appointed professor of architecture and applied art at 
the art school in Vitebsk, where Malevich was a colleague, and collaborated with 
him in the Unovis group. Began to make abstract pictures which he called Prouns, 
as 'the interchange station between painting and architecture'. Sent to Berlin in 
1921 to establish contacts between artists in the USSR and Germany. Met 
Schwitters, Moholy-Nagy, van Doesburg and many others, and had his first one-man 
exhibition at the Kestner-Gesellschaft, Hanover, 1923. Designed books and 
periodicals with radical innovations in typography and photomontage. Spent 1924-5 
in Switzerland, then returned to Moscow. Did no further painting, but devoted 
himself mainly to designing periodicals and exhibition displays, including an 
exhibition room for the Landesmuseum, Hanover, and the Soviet pavilions for 
several international exhibitions. Died in Moscow. 
 
After an exhibition in Hanover in 1923, El Lissitzky was commissioned to make some 
prints. Among these was a series of ten figures, based on watercolours he had 
made for the avant-garde opera 'Victory over the Sun'. The opera was originally 
created by the playwright Alexei Kruchenykh, Kasimir Malevich and the composer 
Mikhail Matyushin in 1913. The sun is replaced as a source of energy by 
technological supremacy. In 1920 it was revived as a piece of mechanical theatre in 
Vitebsk, where both Malevich and El Lissitzky taught. Although El Lissitzky's work 
was almost entirely abstract by the early 1920s, here he retained something of the 
human anatomy, to illustrate the different types of modern man.  The bold, 
geometric shapes were in the approved Soviet style.  
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1. Anxious People 

2. Globetrotter (in Time) 

3. Gravediggers 

4. New Man 

5. Old Man (Head 2 Steps behind) 

6. Part of the Show 

7. Postman 

8. Sportsmen 

9. The Announcer 

10. Troublemaker 
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Atelier Populair – Popular Workshop 1968 France 
Demonstrations against DeGaulle on 16th May 1968.   
 
Bertholt Brecht – A Man is a Man  
and War Primer – took propaganda photographs and added 4 line poems 
that reveal the truth of the press image.   
 
The Hackney Flashers 1974-1978 
Looked at women in society – especially those unable to afford nursery 
places and trapped in high rises 
 
Braco Dimitrijecvic  1948 
Casual Passerby I met at 1.43pm Venice 1978 
Takes photos of the ‘man in the street’ and transfers onto posters in the 
style of politicians and other statesmen to expose the social and cultural 
codes that serve the hierarchies of power.   
 
KP Brehmer 1932 
The Soul and Feeling of a Worker 
Followed one worker over the course of a year, mapping their emotions on 
a daily basis.  42 frames of blocks.  18 showed moments of being ‘Very 
happy’ which were mainly on the top row.   
 

Alan Secular 1951-2013 
This ain’t China – a fotonovel.  
“Beware: a worker’s defeat has been converted into an artwork.  

the cook liked to believe that his story pivoted on a parable about the relative 

merits of fact and fiction in everyday class struggle. 

—from Allan Sekula’s This Ain’t China: A Photonovel (1974) 

Allan Sekula’s 1974 photo-text work, This Ain’t China: A Photonovel, 

announces the artist’s early attention to China as a foil for Western paradigms 

of production—cultural and economic. The work combines a (meta)narrative 

with staged photographs, shot in the spirit of Jean-Luc Godard (in a Maoist 

phase and channeling Bertolt Brecht). Sekula’s plot concerns the employees 

of a greasy spoon restaurant in San Diego (artist included), all musing about 

working and living conditions, and plotting a strike—a microcosm implicated 

in a global imaginary, transformed by the presence of a different culture. This 

Ain’t China was made at a time of great interest—especially amongst left-

leaning Western artists and intellectuals—in the possibilities of Maoism. Yet 

the counter-example of China, and its negation, remain elusive. In the 

ambiguous way it is evoked, China could be both the country at the height of 

the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and fine dinnerware (porcelain or 

“fine china”).  
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Five key works from Art Turning Left 
By Francesco Manacorda  

15 November 2013  

Tate Liverpool’s new show looks at how left-wing values have influenced 

how artists make and distribute art. Artistic director Francesco Manacorda 

explains the background behind five works 

Jacques-Louis David 

The Death of Marat (La Mort de Marat) 1793–4 

Oil paint on canvas 

1113 x 856 mm 

Musée des Beaux-arts 

Jacques-Louis David The Death of Marat 1793–4 

One of the earliest works in the show is this famous painting, lent from the 

Museum of Fine Art in Reims. It shows the French revolutionary leader Jean-

Paul Marat murdered in his bath. David didn’t want it to be a unique work – 

he had his studio reproduce it so it could be distributed across France and 

spread the message of the revolution. Apparently it was not meant to be just 

hung in museums but it was displayed in public spaces and paraded around in 

revolutionary performances. The work stops being this single object that is to 

be kept and shown just to the happy few in a museum. We also have some of 

the prints that were made from it which emphasise that it was aimed at the 

vast majority of people rather than the elite. 
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William Morris Rose and Thistle Furnishing fabric, printed cotton 1881–82  

© Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

William Morris 

You wouldn’t necessarily think of William Morris’s wallpaper as being 

‘socialist’ when you look at it, and people who have that wallpaper in their 

house nowadays might not be working class. But it is socialist because of the 

way that he wanted it to be produced: he wanted to bring back crafts in order 

for people to see the full product of their creativity and avoid the alienated 

work of producing a fragment but never seeing the whole thing. He 

reorganised the way that work was done in order to produce a kind of art, a 

product that would be perfect but also fully linked to a human being. 
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Bertolt Brecht War Primer 1939–56 

The War Primer is a book that Brecht prepared just after the Second World 

War. He experimented using ‘distantiation’, the theatrical method by which 

you are made aware of the construction of the narrative or the fiction by 

exposing it, in a two dimensional medium. He used collage and poetry, taking 

images from the war – sometimes crude images or at other times quite famous 

images from newspapers – and he juxtaposed them with short poems which 

he wrote to completely change the understanding of the image, revealing its 

hidden messages. 

 

Atelier Populaire Une jeunesse que l’avenir inquiéte trop souvent 1968 

© Archivio Sessantotto – Antonio Ricci, Italy 

Atelier Populaire 

Atelier Populaire started in May 1968 in France, when the universities were 

occupied. It was a workshop where people could go and produce imagery that 

had a political message. The principle was that everyone could come and 

produce a work. The print production machines were for everyone to enjoy. 

No one was allowed to sign the work and the gallery was the street: they were 

meant to be hung in the public space for everyone to see. It was an 

experiment of producing art by a collective body, a collective intelligence 

rather than a single person. 

 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bertolt_Brecht
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Ruth Ewan 

A Jukebox of People Trying to Change the World (close-up) 

© Ruth Ewan. Installation view Badischer Kunstverein, Karlsruhe 2012 

Photo: Stephan Baumann 

Ruth Ewan A Jukebox of People Trying to Change the 

World 2003– 

Ruth Ewan is a young artist who in the last few years has been working 

around issues of political history. And in this case she has produced a jukebox 

of protest songs. This is in the section that is dedicated to participation – the 

songs have been partly compiled by public suggestion and the jukebox can be 

used by visitors. Ruth is also working with Tate Collective, our young 

people’s group, to make a new map of Liverpool that includes social and 

political stories written and collected by the group. 

‘Art Turning Left: How Values Changed Making 1789–2013’ is on display at 

Tate Liverpool until 2 February 2014 

http://www.tate.org.uk/node/277057

