
 

 

Artists are inevitably shaped by the world they live in. The concerns and issues of their time act as a 

stimulus, creating the foundation for their artworks. In fact, the modern artists Pablo Picasso and Piet 

Mondrian, and their respective artworks, ‘Guernica’ and ‘Broadway Boogie Woogie’ explore 

elements of an artists’ personal experience and influences from significant world events. Similarly, 

the contemporary artists such as Andy Warhol and Patricia Piccinini, and their artworks, ‘Campbell 

Soup Cans’ and ‘Still Life with Stem Cells’ raises awareness of our rapidly changing world. By 

critically analysing the varying contexts, experiences and interests of these artists, we comprehend the 

way in (QUESTION). 

‘Guernia’ (1937), a mural-sized oil painting on canvas by Spanish artist Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), is 

a powerful political commentary of the brutality of war. It depicts the Nazi’s devastating bombing 

practice on the Basque town of Guernica on April 26, 1937, during Spanish Civil War. Although 

Picasso did not witness the Guernica atrocities first-hand, he was deeply moved by a report of the 

event written by a journalist for ‘The Times’ newspaper and painted it as an immediate reaction. At 

the time, he was working on a mural for the Paris Exhibition to be held in the summer, commissioned 

by the Spanish Republican government. However, he deserted his original idea and began on 

Guernica as the event captivated his imagination unlike his previous idea, on which he had been 

working dispassionately. The amalgamation of pastoral and epic styles of ‘Guernica’ has gained a 

monumental status, becoming a perpetual reminder of the tragedies of war, an anti-war symbol, and 

an embodiment of peace. The discarding of colour, the only noticeable shades being blue, black and 

white, intensifies the drama, producing a reportage quality as in a photographic record. The mural’s 

two dominant elements; the bull and the horse “are important character’s in Spanish culture,” said by 

art historian Patricia Failing. The rampaging bull, a major motif of destruction, and darkness, has 

pervious figured represents Picasso’s alter ego, whereas the horse symbolises the people of Guernica. 

Therefore, events that occur during an artist’s time offers new vision, acting as a catalyst in their 

artmaking practice.  

Similarly, one of the founders of the Dutch modern movement ‘De Stijl’, Piet Mondrian (1872-1944) 

reduced his shapes to lines and rectangles and his palette to fundamental basics (toward pure 

abstraction). Mondrian’s experiences of being brought up in a strict Calvinist Dutch village influenced 

his work greatly, in that he was constantly searching for pure spiritual experience through artistic 

expression. The medium abstract painting ‘Broadway Boogie Woogie’ (1943) omits black and breaks 

Mondrian’s once uniform bars of colour into multi-coloured segments, representing his drastic change 

in art style; delighted by New York’s architecture and avenue scenes following his escape from 

Europe, after the outbreak of World War II, deeply motivated him. The rhythmic songs of the town 

(Jazz and Broadway) impressed Mondrian immensely. The divided canvas into several small models 

of squares, each depict a vital function of the New York Town and the repetition of these squares 

symbolise the visitors, buzzing lights, skyscrapers, and all round essence of the city daily life. The 

yellow shapes are representative of the numerous yellow taxi cabs, and the lines are a recreation of the 

city’s grid of streets. Mondrian said “The emotion of beauty is always obscured by the appearance of 

the object. Therefore, the object must be eliminated from the picture.” ‘Broadway Boogie Woogie’ 

was Piet Mondrian’s last painting before his death, and a sincere expression of his fondness for New 

York City. It also heralds New York’s developing role as the new center of modern art after World 

War II. Thus, we observe how one’s stylistic innovation as they experience the world around them. 

Furthermore, Pop Art is a movement which involves representations of the artists’ experience and 

significant events. It created an iconography of popular taste and challenged the conditions of high 

art. The ‘aesthetic scavengers’ turned the images they saw all around them in their world into art – 

Coke bottles, comic strips and fast food, showing how the move towards capitalist consumerism in 

post-war America marked a complete turnaround in the way that artists saw their world. Andy Warhol 

(1928- 1987) utilized a ‘proto-postmodern’ approach. He highlighted the employment of a 

commercial design process into a fine art context, producing screen prints ranging from images of 

Campbell’s soup cans, to car crashes and Marilyn Monroe which gave him international celebrity. Art 

critic, Robert Hughes stated, that "His [Warhol’s] ideal society has crystallized round him and learned 

to love his entropy.” ‘Campbell’s Soup Cans’ (1962) resembles the mass-produced, printed 

advertisements by which Warhol was inspired, it is hand-printed, while the fleur de lys pattern ringing 



 

 

each can’s bottom edge is hand-stamped. Warhol mimicked the repetition and uniformity of 

advertising by carefully reproducing the same images across each individual canvas. He varied only 

the label on the front of each can, distinguishing them by their variety. Warhol said “I used to drink it. 

I used to have the same lunch every day, for 20 years, I guess, the same thing over and over again.” 

Warhol’s practice echoed the nature of American society. He created an assembly line in his studio, 

which he called the Factory (challenging the accepted notions of art practice within modernism) – 

alluding to an assembly line. Therefore, the cultural and social interests in the world influence artists 

and this is reflected in their artworks.  

Finally, Patricia Piccinini (b.1965) has been charting the changing fortunes and status of ‘the natural’ 

in the increasingly technologically mediated world of the late 20th century. Her work is grounded 

within the experience of the western, urban culture from which she comes and attempts to convey the 

realities and issues of the complex culture of its times. Being inspired by science, genetics and 

consumerism, she states “the more I learn about the ‘real’ world, the more I realise just how truly 

bizarre it is.” Piccinini’s work “is not dry, cool and rational; it is wet, warm and emotional.” In ‘Still 

Life with Stem Cells’ (2002), Piccinini presents a sculpture of a young girl playing with a coterie of 

fleshy 'humanoid' shapes. The bizarre progeny of embryonic stem cell technology, through which 

undifferentiated cells may be grown into all manner of tissue and organs, the creatures are undeniably 

human with their mottled skin, tufts of hair and beak-like orifices. Working from a postmodern 

perspective, ‘directing’ the production of her ideas so that she can employ various new technologies 

and specialist expertise in a wide range of forms, allows the perfection of hyperrealism. Piccinini feels 

it is the most appropriate method of commenting on our contemporary world. Despite their hideous 

appearance, the sculpture provides an opportunity to explore where the technology could lead, taken 

to an imaginary extreme. ‘Still Life with Stem Cells’ reveals a certain ambivalence towards its 

subject-matter: it acts as a prompt to stimulate discussion about origins, ethics and consequences. 

Some museum–goers see the work as an incisive comment on the unpredictability of technology 

while others are repulsed by the grotesque nature of the six ‘stem cells’. Stem cells are pluripotent and 

versatile cells that could promise an approach to cure even the most critical illnesses. It is this 

therapeutic potential that draws the interest of Australian artist Patricia Piccinini, inspiring her to 

create a series of anthropomorphic sculptures. It is evident that Patricia Piccinini is impacted by the 

changing world, increasing in technology and it’s interventions. Her artworks are a response to these 

aspects and contributes to the global debate.  

The events and issues from a particular time and place provokes ideologies for artists. Such thoughts 

are paramount in their artmaking and allows audiences to make sense of today’s complex world. Art 

curator, David Elliot stated, “Art is only intelligible in the terms of its relationship to our life.” The 

analysis of the artist’s context and artworks above reveal the way in which the environment can be 

intensely personal and act as a catalyst for artists in responding to their world.  

 


