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One of the most subtle impositions in our open societies seems to be the prohibition of 

boredom. It’s not that it’s forbidden, the merchants of entertainment will rapidly object, it’s 

that it’s impossible to be bored. Why would anyone want to spend their little free time at 

home when they could be at a mass concert, practising some adventure sport, travelling to 

exotic places, enjoying avant-garde cuisine – living some stimulating experience to share with 

one’s friends? This need for action, to live the moment, to make the best of life – or any other 

slogan the reader can think of – can also be seen in television and its flea-market aesthetic. I 

am not referring to traditional entertainment programmes but to their current substitutes, 

those prime-time shows devoted to what’s hot in politics. Leaving the mandatory aggressive 

atmosphere to one side, there is no debate or interview where the screen does not subdivide 

into several smaller screens, resulting in a simultaneity of moving images which enhance – if 

that is possible – the state of alarm produced by corruption scandals, bombings in Syria or 

Donald Trump’s latest incendiary tweet. It can reach absurd extremes, as in a recent debate 

where I saw the screen dividing itself in five or six parts, some of them showing the same 

debater from two different perspectives. 

 

Subdivision of images leads to subdivision of attention. Presupposing the viewer’s stupidity, 

producers design such programmes as an adult teaches a child to read, using images to 

illustrate the text, convinced that the audience will be unable to keep their attention on a 

single speaker for more than half a minute. For fear of viewers changing the channel, it is the 

programme itself that does the zapping for them. In its most sophisticated forms, the main 

action is combined with a little window-like screen sitting in a corner showing live footage of 

the entrance to a tribunal, a state prison or the headquarters of a political party, waiting for 

the protagonist of the next piece of news to appear. One watches television in a state of 

permanent expectation, of mental salivation. 

https://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/


 

 

I doubt there has ever been an artist who has captured this state of visual anxiety better than 

Robert Rauschenberg (Port Arthur, Texas, 1925 – Captiva, Florida, 2008). He was a great TV 

viewer and in his large silk screens of the early sixties was able to define its tremendous visual 

pull. They neither move nor produce any sound, and yet standing in front of them one can 

almost the see the images flicker, emitting as they do so a loud and undefined racket. Like all 

great art, they shun literality. Rauschenberg was not trying to imitate what it feels like to sit in 

front of the TV set, rather to define what its routine vision does to our perception. And he did 

so at a time when images still came one at a time. When the word avant-garde still meant 

something, it referred precisely to this: to put into images experiences we still don’t have 

words for. 

 

The fact that Rauschenberg tried to capture the raging modernity of mass media through a 

medium as old as painting plays, I think, an essential part in the power of his silk screens. It 

lends them a certain air of objectivity, or at least provides a healthy distance from the model. 

This should not be understood as a melancholic defence in favour of painting’s superiority to 

other media. Throughout the last century we have learnt that reproduction does not ruin 

artistic experience, and that it is in fact essential to certain means of expression. I am 

becoming increasingly convinced that the relevance of a work of art does not depend on the 

way it reaches us but on the trace it leaves behind. The immense majority of the music I 

treasure in my memory, for example, has reached me through reproducible means, and 

although there is nothing like listening to it live, I would never renounce what recorded music 

has done and will continue to do to form my sensibility. 

 

Although it is an invention that dates long before our time, painting continues to be a very 

powerful medium in its capacity to concentrate many layers of meaning on a relatively very 

small space. It simply possesses a series of qualities which make it irreplaceable. This doesn’t 

prevent the existence of an implicit consensus on its incompatibility with the contemporary 

world. Painting, unable to be reproduced, or reproduced precisely, is lost in the endless flow of 

audiovisual content that floods the media. As early as the 1930s, Walter Benjamin understood 

that the loss of traditional art’s “aura” would lead to radical transformations in aesthetic 

perception. Our age of social media seems to have proved him right, and to fully appreciate his 

lucid intuitions we must remember that he was writing at a time when broadcast television 

had not yet been invented. Still, I doubt that painting should have an essentially harder time 

than other arts in our current environment. 

 

The only thing any art form requires is time to be appreciated, just what fashion denies the 

viewer, in the same way that political debate shows prevent the audience from reaching free 

conclusions. In such circumstances, thought is reduced to a choice of barricades, which you 

decide on depending on the packaging. With great lucidity, Benjamin foresaw the gradual 

expansion of aesthetics in modern societies: the packaging imposing itself over content. In 

order for something to survive in the jungle of mass media, it must possess an appearance 

which is sufficiently attractive to maintain the attention of the viewer. The more crowded the 

jungle, the shorter the message; the shorter the message, the greater the need for good 

packaging. Advertising understood this from the very beginning, to the point where today it 

constitutes the greatest supplier of aesthetic novelties for a mass audience. 

http://www.rauschenbergfoundation.org/art/search-artwork?search_api_views_fulltext=&field_date_value=01%2F01%2F1963&field_date_value_1=12%2F31%2F1965
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Benjamin


 

 

 

It is understandable why, under such circumstances, painting has more to lose than not only 

photography and film, but also arts that are just as old but more easily reproduced, like music. 

All art requires an effort from its receiver, it’s true, but a film, a book and a piece of music all 

demand a specific amount of time to be appreciated, even at the lowest level. Not a painting, 

which one can spend three seconds looking at before ticking it off their to-do list: it is much 

more difficult to fake knowledge in the work of Fellini, Virginia Woolf or Thelonious Monk than 

Picasso’s. Ultimately, though, all artistic expression loses out to the rushes imposed by fashion, 

by the need to skip to new content or click on a different link. Art needs time, just what the 

aesthetics of publicity cannot allow itself to give the viewer. Painting presents an advantage in 

this sense: if one is truly interested in the picture they have before them, they need not fear 

commercial breaks or faulty Wi-Fi connection. 

 

 

 
Robert Rauschenberg, Retroactive II (1963). 

Oil, silk screen and ink on canvas, 203.2 x 152.4 cm. ©MCA Chicago 


