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Until yesterday I was unaware of the custom of some American presidents who, during their 

time in office, ask for works of art to decorate the private rooms of the White House. I therefore 

learnt that the Kennedys had temporarily owned a Delacroix and that Obama chose paintings 

by Rothko and Jasper Johns. Some months ago, Trump embraced this tradition and asked the 

Guggenheim Museum in New York for a landscape by Van Gogh. Guggenheim curator Nancy 

Spector refused, offering him in its place a toilet made of solid gold by artist Maurizio Cattelan. 

The toilet is fully-functioning and received the body waste of thousands of visitors during its 

public exhibition last year. Interactive art. The anecdote lends itself to outbursts of laughter and 

comments on Trump’s idiocy: what does a numskull like him want a work of art for anyway? 

 

In her very well-mannered response via email, Spector regrets not being able to offer the 

president and his family the Van Gogh, suggesting with feigned innocence that perhaps the gold 

toilet might be of their taste. (The idiot is crazy about gold, she informs the cultivated reader 

while winking an eye in our direction.) Nothing is more harmful to the cause of those who defend 

a demanding yet generous idea of art – of how it offers great rewards to those willing to dedicate 

time to it – than the snobbishness of jokes like these. It’s preaching to the converted. In the best 

of cases, they leave people who show off their ignorance, like Trump, cold; in the worst, they 

provoke the anti-elitist fury that played such a vital part in his election. The reaction of Fox News 

to Spector’s email is illustrative enough. 

 

In any case, it’s curious that this affront should come from the museum that has done most to 

devalue the enlightened ideal of art, promoting its role as spectacle and consumer commodity 

through its franchises, its exhibitions on fashion and luxury vehicles and the money it receives 

each year for lending its brand name. 

 

https://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/the-white-house-wanted-a-van-gogh-the-guggenheim-offered-a-used-solid-gold-toilet/2018/01/25/38d574fc-0154-11e8-bb03-722769454f82_story.html?hpid=hp_rhp-top-table-main_no-name%3Ahomepage%2Fstory&utm_term=.092a91f0f10d
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erA9Onu-LNs


 

 

One of the most tedious effects Trump’s terrifying presidency will bring are these constant public 

repudiations, a competition where he or she who manages to produce the wittiest comment or 

action against the president’s sexist, racist or thug-like attitudes wins. To deserve Trump’s hate 

seems to have become a virtue in itself and in many cases exempts the person in question from 

offering political alternatives or tracing the deep causes that have driven more than sixty million 

people to vote for someone who is clearly unworthy of his post. That would require thinking, 

perhaps even a little self-critically. But what can we do when Twitter only allows 140 characters? 

 

This type of heroism, which requires little effort and grants immediate applause amongst our 

like-minded friends and followers, has always been present in democratic societies – social 

media, though, has turned it into a plague. Yes, Trump is despicable from every perspective, but 

there are many who have found in him a great publicity platform, a bogeyman in whose 

company all our flaws and meanness are disguised. Next to him, we all look like saints. 

 

  

 


