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Out with the new, in with the old:
rediscovering artists from the late

20th Century
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The last few years have seen a series of robust comebacks for once-
celebrated 20th-century artists from around the globe. Particularly
exciting has been the focus by institutions such as MoMA, Tate
Modern, the Centre Pompidou and the Mori Museum, to reevaluate
the contribution of artists from the 1950’s-70%. Korean Dansaekhwa
and South American Kinetic and Op Art, for example, have been
the focus of important retrospectives and new acquisitions that
re-examine previously “under-valued” artists.

The art market, unsurprisingly, followed suit. After twenty years or
so of tremendous growth in prices for “unripe” emerging artists, art
dealers and collectors started rebalancing resources towards the now
ubiquitous term “old but new guard”: artists with historically seminal
material, but who also continue to produce new work. Amidst
uncertain economic times, the balance between the safety of a solid
track record and possibility of new creations has become increasingly
attractive.

Beyond a correction of the institutional narrative of art history and
the renewed market interest, a more thought-provoking question is:
why are these artists still relevant today? Perhaps some of the forces
that originally drove these movements still resonate with our own
concerns today.

At first glance, many of these artists explored the realms of
abstraction as an open language with which to communicate, one
that granted the viewer much greater room for interpretation.
Unconstrained by historical and societal readings, these works can
reach a much broader and increasingly international audience.
A work by Lee Ufan may resonate as much with a young Mexican
viewer when presented at the Museo Tamayo in Mexico City as the
work by Franco-Venezuelan Op Art artist Carlos Cruz-Diez with
the Chinese public during his year-long touring exhibition in China.

The spirit of Op and Kinetic Art, in particular, was deeply universal.
The movement used optical illusions and geometric patterns to
produce effects that both confuse and stimulate the eye. Whilst artists
had been intrigued by colour and illusions for centuries, it was in the
1950s that these preoccupations, aided by technological development,
blossomed into a concrete movement. Launched with Le Mouvement,
agroup exhibition at the iconic Parisian Galerie Denise Rene in 1955, it
was formally recognised after MoMAs seminal show The Responsive
Eye in 1965. The eye-catching, imaginative and vertigo-inducing
works swept the art world and enamoured viewers. Works appeared
on the walls of major museums and galleries around the world and
heavily influenced architecture, design and fashion of the time.

Artists such as Hungarian Victor Vasarely, English Bridget Riley,
Venezuelan Carlos Cruz-Diez and American Frank Stella, strove
to create a new, shared vision of art that better reflected their times.
Beyond formal and technical explorations of colour and movement,
at the heart of the artists’ discourse were its progressive ideals,
new egalitarian and hopeful perspectives about the future. Such
ideals had been brewing deeply in South America since the 19305s.
Uninterrupted by the horrors of the World Wars, diverse currents
of geometric abstraction, developed particularly in Argentina and
Venezuela, would become the forefront of international trends.
Fuelled by idealist notions of progress, and inspired by science and
mathematics, artists looked to change the world through reason and
order. A number of these artists, including Luis Tomasello, Julio Le
Parc and Carlos Cruz-Diez, would move to Paris to work alongside

other international artists hoping to lead the way towards a better
society. They would all become pillars of the MoMA exhibition and
key drivers of the movement until the present day.

These artists desired collective achievement and dialogue. The
incorporation of the viewer himself as a key component of the work,
and the straightforward unpretentious representations, made the art
inclusive, a common language of optimism that could reach all. Whilst
at first sight, the works may be seen as void of political undertones,
these artists had a powerful social agenda, seeking ultimately to
democratize the art experience.

After an amazing run, Op Art started to decline and during the 1970
conceptual art became the “next big thing” Ideas, instead of formal
or visual content, became the new fascination. However, it was the
strength of the philosophical ideals at the heart of the artists’ intent
that would ensure the movement’ lasting legacy and current revival.
The Pompidou’s Permanent collection, recently reinstalled along the
lines of art theory, includes a dedicated section to Kinetic and Op
Art. The Tate Modern would also present a permanent room for the
movement in its new building. This year, The Illusive Eye reopened at
El Museo del Barrio in New York with a celebration and revision of
the original MoMA show. These exhibitions attest to the enormous
influence of these artists and open the door to reevaluate the relevance
of the movement to young contemporary artists and to society in the
21st century.

Technology as well as modern materials have undoubtedly opened
further paths to explore new variations of colour theory and optical
illusion. Indeed, artists like Carlos Cruz-Diez, at 94, continue their
research, bringing it forward to the digital age and pursuing ever
more ambitious projects in response to renewed interest amongst
curators, collectors and also younger artists. As examples, the Tate
commissioned Cruz-Diez a monumental project to cover a naval ship
during the Liverpool Biennial and this year, after being approached by
Chinese artist Liu Bolin, they both embarked to produce an exciting
collaboration.

Most importantly, I believe, is that the essence and profound
undercurrent of optimism and democratisation of art is more
important than ever. I quote a recent Financial Times article by Edwin
Heathcote on the current retrospective of Julio Le Parc, at the Perez
Art Museum in Miami, “Colourful, noisy, irreverent and surprising,
this is a life-affirming show which combines value with something
far rarer in contemporary art: fun”> Amidst our present troubled era,
experimenting with illusion is not a sign of denial but one of hope for
the future, an optimistic stand of resistance against an increasingly
unstable sociopolitical world. A stand that can make us feel confident
and empowered to confront today’s harsh realities.

Puerta Roja, pioneering the introduction of Latin American
artists to Asia since 2010, will present a solo exhibition of of
Franco-Venezuela artist Carlos Cruz-Diez during the spring
season in Hong Kong.
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Image: Collaboration between legendary Franco-Venezuelan artist Carlos Cruz-Diez
and Chinese "invisible man" Liu Bolin in Panama. 2016 ©Liu Bolin Instagram




