HOW ART MADE THE WORLD

Episode Three: “The Art of Persuasion”

Whether it’s President George W. Bush in full Top Gun regalia landing on an aircraft carrier or the Queen of England decked out in the Crown Jewels to address Parliament, today’s political leaders expertly use visual symbols to promote themselves and their agendas.  But the exploitation of art for political gain is hardly new. 

Archeologists now believe they may have found evidence of an early use of art by a leader in ancient Britain.  A recently discovered burial site near Stonehenge is the final resting place of a Bronze Age ruler who may well have organized the construction of the colossal rock monument.  Buried among his possessions were a number of fine objects, including two tiny pieces of finely crafted gold.  Most likely hair clasps, they were probably the greatest treasures anyone possessed in the British Isles at the time they were created and worn.  Was the regal appearance of this foreigner, who had come from central Europe, part of what convinced the peasants living near Stonehenge to serve him? 
From Egypt to Mesopotamia, other leaders were also discovering the power of art as a political tool.  One early exponent was the Persian king Darius the Great.  His capital, Persepolis, in what is now Iran, is one of the wonders of the ancient world.  Twenty-five centuries ago it stood at the heart of a vast empire that stretched from the Mediterranean to India.  To convince his far-flung subjects he was a benevolent and peaceful ruler, Darius had the walls of Persepolis covered with stone reliefs depicting people in an array of different national costumes honoring the king. Once a year, city ambassadors from every nation would visit and walk past the images.   In this way, Darius communicated his political vision using the international language of art.  He also created the first political logo with the construction of a tomb towering high above the desert, which depicts him as an archer – a symbol of military prowess, wisdom and leadership. 

One hundred and fifty years later, Persepolis fell to the brilliant military strategist Alexander the Great.  Alexander, too, needed a way to unite the immense Persian Empire behind him.  His answer was to use the image of his own face – on statues, mosaics and, eventually, coins that were produced throughout the empire.  Until then, no leader had exploited a charismatic portrait in that way, although many have since.  
Around 40 B.C., the Roman leader Augustus took the idea a step further, becoming one of the first rulers to use art to tell a political lie. While his artists portrayed him as a peacemaker and a democrat, he was in fact eradicating those who opposed him and founding a system of dictatorship that would last for 400 years. So it was that the art of propaganda was born.
The extraordinary power of art, developed in the ancient world, would come to be embraced by dictators through the ages.  Today's politicians use techniques very similar to those invented thousands of years ago.  And although the leaders of the past used paint and marble and today’s politicians employ sophisticated digital technology, we remain as vulnerable now as we ever were to the persuasive force of the image.
