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The parts great artists
cannot reach

By Peter Aspden

Taking art into new places is going to be one of the most
important cultural themes of the coming years

he battle for the Christmas number one slot in the pop music charts is rightly
dismissed for its cynicism and irrelevance, but this year’s competition was

more absorbing than most and hinted at a genuinely profound shift in cultural
attitudes. The song that made it to the top was “Wherever You Are”, sung by a choir
of military wives assembled for a television reality show by broadcaster Gareth
Malone. The song it beat into second place was a piece of rubbish by an X Factor
winner.

This was a genuinely heart-warming story. There have been previous attempts to
prevent the inexorable rise to the top of the seasonal charts by X Factor victors, but
they have been the result of well-organised (and somewhat mischievous)
campaigns. This was something different. Malone, a brilliant populariser, has
managed to find a reality TV format that has proper resonance. The bringing of
music to communities and classes of people that have been barely exposed to it is
magical in itself; the persuading of those same people that they can actually perform
it is a transcendent realisation.

In their rediscovery of the social purpose of art, Malone’s unashamedly sentimental
programmes verge on the revolutionary. For centuries, we have been wedded to the
idea that individual expression and achievement is the most important aspect of art.
Since the Renaissance, mankind has signalled its self-satisfaction with works that
celebrate the originality, power and sheer resilience of the human spirit.

The Enlightenment toasted our ability to think and reason for ourselves, free of the
fogging effects of religion and superstition. The Romantics became obsessed by our
emotional range, and fell in love with the idea of love. Artists were the spokespeople
of these great movements. They plumbed the depths of our intellectual and
sentimental lives, and our spirits soared. We gave them special dispensation to
explore extremities of outlook and behaviour, and devoured their works.
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In the 20th century, art went further still and plumbed depths we never knew we
had. The three modern masters of suspicion, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, left a
devastating legacy that questioned our very propensity for goodness. That dark
century was also an artistically vibrant one, however. We continued to exalt works
that laid bare our flaws and weaknesses.

Throughout these different periods in history we have fetishised the lone artistic
voice and the idea of the masterpiece. The effects can be seen all around us. Artists
are superstars, lauded in blockbuster exhibitions, praised for their originality of
vision and handsomely rewarded. Great works are canonised and the virtuosic skills
of their interpreters fought over. Which current soprano best captures Wagnerian
intent? And how does she compare with illustrious predecessors?

But all this idolatry leads us up a cultural cul-de-sac. It forgets that art does more
than tickle a fancy; it really can change lives. Most people, even in the 21st century,
even in the affluent west, do not have easy access to artistic greatness. The
admirable opening-up of our great cultural temples to what are referred to as
non-traditional audiences is a recent phenomenon. But it signals an important
change in attitude.

. . .

And now we have Gareth Malone. In taking his beloved choral music into alien
contexts – a suburb of Watford, a comprehensive school, a group of anxious wives –
he turns his back on the idea of the masterpiece, the virtuoso, the artist-as-genius.
What matters here is not the work itself, or the precision of its performance, but its
penetration into places where its power can most be felt.

It is an important distinction. When Leonard Bernstein conducted his West Side
Story with an operatic cast in the 1980s, he asked Kiri Te Kanawa to sing
“Somewhere” during rehearsal, even though it was not her character’s song, just for
the sake of hearing her lovely voice tackle his favourite song from the musical. She
gave a radiant performance. “That was yummy,” said Bernstein at the end of the
take, the cat that got the creamy chords.

Yummy, but not life-changing. When I saw Pimlico Opera’s production of West Side
Story at Wandsworth prison a couple of years ago, “Somewhere” was tackled by the
decidedly unlovely voices of a group of inmates, who had rehearsed like furies for
the occasion. “Some day, somewhere, we’ll find a new way of living,” they sang with
intense earnestness. They manhandled the melody, but if there was a dry eye in the
house, I couldn’t detect it.

I remember some of those inmates, in a discussion after the show, talking about the
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effects of being coached to perform great music. They used the same words over and
over again to describe what the experience had offered them: “dignity” and “self-
esteem”. Those are precisely the qualities that Malone’s projects offer. And, in the
case of the military wives, some solace too.

“Wherever You Are” is not a great song, and it could be sung with greater expertise.
But what matters here is process, not product. It is as if those listeners who took the
song to number one were seeing straight through the music, plugging into the raw
emotion. It is the anti-X Factor, the opposite of a show that concerns itself only with
depthless shimmer.

Taking art into new places is going to be one of the most important cultural themes
of the coming years, from Gustavo Dudamel’s remarkable orchestral efforts in
Venezuela and his forthcoming Olympic project with Sistema Scotland, to the
Duchess of Cambridge’s just-announced patronage of The Art Room, a charity that
provides art therapy for children. We may not live in a golden age of painting, or
sculpture, or even pop music. Those high points are behind us. But art is spreading
outwards like never before.

peter.aspden@ft.com

More columns at www.ft.com/aspden
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