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Artists are both fascinated and repelled by the gladiatoria
contests that challenge physical prowess, often for social,
political or commercial ends. Cedar Lewisohn joins the fray

hink of a sports star from the 19th century. How many

come to mind? Ten? Five? Not as many? Now think of an

artist or writer from around the same time. How many do
you have 1o trail through? A hundred? A thousand? The point is
clear: sport has a broad popular appeal, but its stars are
transitory; arts, for the most part, are the other way round. Sport
is all about compeuuon, winners, losers, mass markets and
stupidity. So why do so many artists usc sport as a subject in
their work and do these artists actually admire the people they
are looking at?

The person most associated  with  depicting  physical
perfection through sport is Leni Riefenstahl. Her most famous
works are celebrations of the human form in its physical prime.
Unfortunarely, these classical studies were all commissioned by
the Third Reich as images of propaganda. But does that make
them any less beautiful? Can we look past the message and only
see the image? That may not be wise. The trouble with
propaganda is reality gets in its way. Jesse Owens winning four
gold medals at the 1936 Berlin Olympic was what we might
today call a major PR balls-up as far as the Fihrer was concerned.
Should the 1936 Olympic games have been boveotted? Probably.
But is Jesse Owens a pre-Civil Rights Movement  hero?
Absolutely. So where does that leave Adolph Hitler’s favourite
film dircctor, Ricfenstahl? She was undoubredly a genius of
documentary film-making, and her influence can still be seen
today, from Bruce Webber to Collier Schorr and further.

Schorr is an artist who has obviously considered the subject
deeply. When asked about Ricfenstahl's difficult legacy she says,
‘I think Leni Riefenstahl's work always points you in a dangerous

and tempting path. What's interesting is that people borrow »
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Pfeiffer freeze-frames the type of
climactic moments athletes live for

« position might have faced in his formative years: half of your

family has this very traditional, seemingly antiquated heritage
the rest of your social peer group plays Nintendo and listens to
NWA. Jungen's Air Jordan sculptures capture this dualism
perfectly.

The other issue that can't be avoided when looking at a mask
made out of Nike trainers is the context in which these shoes are
{ made. When Michael Jordan signed his legendary contract with
the Nike Corporation in the early Eighties most people were 100

|
1 busy trying to get a pair of those things on their feet to consider
|

issues of globalisation and late capitalisr
No conversation on the subject of art and sport would be
{ complete without mentioning Kraftwerk’s 1983 single Tour de

France. This song absolutely captures Kraftwerk’s ethos of man

and machine in complete harmony. It is also one of the greatest

sporting anthems ever written. As fans will know, the band’s

interest in cycling has been far from academic Ralf Hutter, co

founder of the reclusive musical pioneers, said that the band
would regularly do 200km rides and practise on the same climbs
as professional racers. Some fans believe that cycling became
such an obsession that it actually caused the break-up of
Kraftwerk’s original linc-up. Hutter has also said that he sees the

bike as a musical instrument in itself: ‘The noise of the bicycle

chain, the pedal and gear mechanism, the breathing ¢ f the cyclist
| - we have incorporated all this into the Kraftwerk sound.” But
despite Kraftwerk’s enthusiasm for both, they end up reinforcing
the fact that sport and art can never really mix For them, cycling
was an escape from the studio; for other artists, sport is a
symbolic device

The best thing about art is that you can be an artist, not sell a
thing your entire life and still be a great artist, because no onc can
ever be 100 per cent sure. What kind of sport can you be great at
that you never win? It is also curiously fitting that when we talk
about sport and art, the subject of fascism keeps re-emerging.
The spectacle of sport is somehow intrinsically linked to fascist
showmanship. This phenomenon of course pre-dates the
Second World War: from the amphitheatres of Rome to the
football stadiums of the upcoming World Cup, sport cries out a
simple message: to the victor the spoils. And we, the art world,

we understand that and we love it

Collier Schorr’s work is included in ‘Seeing Double: Encounters

i with Warbol’, 20 Feb-1 May, The Andy Warhol Museum,
:3 Pittsburgh (+1 412 237 8300, warbol.org). Brian Jungen, o 30
April, Vancouver Art Gallery, BC, Canada (+1 604 662 4719,
g vanartgallery.bc.ca), 20 May-9 July at Tate Modern, London
¢ (+44 20 7887 8888, tate.org.uk). Paul Pfeiffer’s work is in
z ‘Superstars’, to 22 Feb, Kunshalle Wien, Vienna (+43 1 52189

: 1201, kunsthallewien.at)
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