
undermine  
(the power and authority of an established system or 

institution) 
  
1 Emin 
  
Tracey Emin's Why I Never Became 

a Dancer (1995) is a wonderful and complex 
work of art. The artist tells in a raw 
confessional style the story of her 
promiscuity and a subsequent episode of 
humiliation at a local dance contest, her 
participation ruined by former sexual 
partners chanting "slag, slag, slag". It is 
recounted from the same person in a very 
different situation now, happy and dancing, 
showing to everyone (especially those who 
were chanting) how far she has come since 
that sorrow and disgrace.  

  
Such direct intimacy with the artist makes the work disturbing for the 

viewer. Perhaps so as to escape from this moving experience I would like to 
approach it in a more technical way. Then I can see that 
everything that has led me to such emotion has been 
carefully staged by a set of sophisticated narrational devices. 
The sequence of images, the way they have been ordered 
and mixed, the sound effects, the quality of the recording, 
etc, is far from anything that could be considered straight or 
direct. The advantage of surprise is used to coerce the 
spectator and infiltrate their most vulnerable redoubts. And 
this assuming that the story is biographic. All resistance is 

useless. 
  
I think that this easygoing look of a work in which everything is under 

control is a key characteristic of art made in the UK (thinking also of pop music). 
A studio recording that has the ability to be seen as live performance has the 
same rare captivating quality as have those people who express long pondered 
ideas with a casual style of improvisation. 

  
The work is moving, but probably 

not due to the content atmosphere that 
emanates from the happy ending and the 
feeling of payback. The main live 
component may be that it shows that the 
humiliation has not been redeemed yet. 
The satisfaction of happily strutting is 
eclipsed by the suspicion of its happening 
just in order to be told to others: the debt 
has not yet been cancelled after all these 
years. The joyful triumph is to become a dancer, and yet this dancing is just the 
lesser of two evils.  

  
The weakness that the statement shows is a good deal of privacy, the sad 

story of an artist compelled to prove success, more naked while dressed than 
others fully naked. There is no celebration of the liberation from God, patron, or 



subconscious that it is not still ruled by its laws. There are beings that see their 
goals on the enemy's eyes. 

  
2 Mori 
  
This may be the reason why Emin's video is in the Happiness show in 

Tokyo, to serve as a contrast, a negative image that enhances the main content. 
Just to stress the subtitle of the show 'A survival guide for art and life'. It is 
beautifully installed in a small room, the projection covering the whole span of 
one of the walls. It may remain unnoticed by many visitors walking around of the 
numerous spectacular art works that make up the show. To more efficiently catch 
the attention of the occasional spectator, it has been dubbed into Japanese by a 
loud voice-over that almost annuls original Emin's performance.  

 

 
 
 
Happiness is the Mori Art Museum’s 

Inaugural Exhibition and it features around 250 
works by 180 artists traversing Japanese and 
Asian Classical art from the 6th Century to the 
19th Century, early Western modern art up to 
contemporary art. It is not only for the works 
that the event is a radical cross cultural exception 
in the closed Japanese scene: David Elliott is the 
first foreign director in a Japanese Museum, the 
first guest curator of the museum is the Italian 
national Pier Luigi Tazzi and the show is full of 
international visitors, as the museum is a 
powerful magnet on the global range. Minoru 
Mori, the owner and the initiator said: "My aim is 
globalization not in the sense of incorporating 
what's foreign, but in the sense of welcoming 
people from abroad". 

  
Mori Art Museum opened on 18 October 2003 on the 52nd and 53rd floors 

of an office tower, the main building of Roppongi Hills, a new development of Mori 
Building Co, Ltd. There are several residential buildings in the area, a TV station, 
a shopping centre and a cinema multiplex to give shape to this conglomerate of 
life, work, shopping, culture and entertainment. The museum is on the top, like 
an eye in the pyramid of a Tyrell Corporation like building. 

  
The picture from the corridor that encircles the museum, the Tokyo City 

View, is spectacular. Other icons of power on the landscape are marked with vinyl 
signs stuck on the windows, imposed over the view. And as in any Tokyo 
panoramic view that prides itself you can see Mount Fuji on clear days. I am a 
Tokyo fan and I would probably have been one more of the tourists visiting the 
panorama deck even if the Museum was not located here. But now I am forced to 
do it: because the ticket for the show (1,500 yen) is compulsorily bundled with 
the entrance to the panoramic view. Once the ticket is paid, why not also take a 
look at Tokyo from the top. At the exhibition I can see people experiencing it the  



other way round: innocent Sunday trippers are unwittingly exposed to significant 
levels of high culture. A fascinating social engineering idea, for the sake of art, 
the democratization of culture, and good results in the international ranking of 
the world's most visited museums. 

  
It is difficult to imaging how Art, on the top of the pie, could be 

undermining any power or authority, but perhaps it is oozing its effects into the 
offices, shops and entertainment facilities, leaking from floor to floor through the 
base and then spreading through the city. 'The primary aim is to mediate 
between contemporary art and as broad a public as possible by illuminating the 
links between art and life', says the museum's literature. 

  
  
3 Murakami 
  
Indeed the whole building, and its public image, is soaked in art: Roppongi 

Hills, The City Where New Ideas Are Born. Murakami Takashi as well as showing 
his art in Happiness has designed several site specific works, mainly advertising 
murals, throughout different places of the building. The content of his work itself 
strengthens the links between art and life. 

  
Murakami believes that 

the idea of a hierarchy between 
high art and low art or mass 
culture is a western one, and 
does not apply to Japanese 
culture. His works are based in 
Poku culture, a term he created 
that mixes the concepts 'Pop' and 
'Otaku' (originally 'nerd', a person 
with no social life, but now an 
obsessive fan collector of anime 
culture). 'Poku Culture is 
sophistry in order to market my 
work by doing presentation 
regarding subculture. Everyone 

works in order to make a living. So do I. I expected that some people would be 



interested in my art if I offer an expression such as Poku Culture, since it is 
funny.' 

  
The interest may be to infiltrate high art in order to break its defences 

with this work that belongs to an obscure group of people, which is already 
subculture among the cartoon aficionados. Or perhaps to invade life with 
ennobled expressions of pop art. 

  
Art is becoming entertainment. It entertains more people as more 

spectators are getting aware of the highly sophisticated clues of art. At the same 
time, popular culture is becoming more sophisticated, so art is more likely to 
introduce these references in the works. Art and life mixing together for the sake 
of democratic consumption. That's a good picture. 

  
Or it might be that art it is no longer fascinating (frightening, respected, 

domineering) and this is a strategy to keep people submissive and interested, as 
if once the fascination that art was exerting into the masses was lost, a new tactic 
must be used: wherever you turn your gaze to, it is art. What you buy (i.e. a 
cartoon) could also be purchased as art and then would have a surplus of value 
that you would not be clearly able to understand, but ready to enjoy. Art is not 
dead, and the traces of the sacred high art always find a way to perpetuate 
themselves. All resistance is useless. 

  
For sure Murakami is subverting the way 

people market art, as for the first time, the artist 
is selling single original pieces and mass 
production gadgets at the same time to collectors 
and general public. 'Only those artists who have 
an ability in marketing can survive in the art 
world. Damien Hirst is a good example. Through 
his art, you can see the process of how an artist 
can survive in the art world. First of all, 
distinctively situate his/her position in art history. 
Second, articulate what the beauty of his/her art 
is. Next, sexuality. Then, death. Present what 
he/she finds in death. If an artist aptly rotates 
this cycle, he/she can survive'. 

  
  
4 Virgin 
  
Among the entertainment facilities at the base of Roppongi Hills complex 

there is a Virgin multi screen cinema. Virgin (a name chosen for its combination 
of sex and subversion) is the brand of Richard Branson, the British tycoon that 
brought us Tubular Bells, Megastores and cheap transatlantic flights, among other 
gimmicks. It started in 1970 with a record mail order company and since many 
other businesses have been operating under the Virgin umbrella to provide 
records, mobile phones, financial services, cola soda, pubs, film production, etc. 
Virgin is ready to enter into any business market that can be appropriate to 
enhance the brand-image, and profits. At Virgin a new customer offering must 
be: Of the best quality, innovative, good value for money, challenging to the 
existing alternatives and add a sense of fun or cheekiness. 

  
It might be right to say that Virgin has been surfing among the business 

waves so long because its way of proceeding is to challenge the most established 
companies by offering services in a more innovative way, cutting the inertia costs, 
and making fun of it. This is a risky way to operate, because the resistance that 



can exert the competitors, who would use all the tricks established companies 
have to maintain its power, the investors, who do not like to risk their money in 
ventures that still do not have statistics to analyse, and even the customers, who 
want the products they already know. Therefore it is not so surprising that many 
of these ventures have failed, as it can often happen in a Darwinian world. 
Successful ones carried on with the expenses of the doomed. Risk would be 
rewarded. 

  
Fair enough, because 

apparently the interest is 
not the money, or not only 
the money. It is the 
exercise of understanding 
how the business field is 
structured and finding the 
way of making it dance. 
Nothing has to be taken 
compulsorily, as rules are 
there to be broken. 
'Whenever anyone tells me 
that I've no option, I try to prove them wrong'. The market, the procedures, the 
advertising, even the employees must to be thought from scratch, inviting them 
to take the chance to reinvent themselves. Beside, Branson claims to aim to 
'make the world a better place'.  

  
The start of the Empire was in the music industry, by retailing, recording, 

producing music that had a strong revolutionary appealing to young people. Music 
was the carrier to bring a new spirit: 'An album was seen as a combination of 
political statement, art and a way of life'. The content of the statement changed 
from the hippy of early times to the punk of 1977, when Virgin Records signed 
the Sex Pistols after they been rejected from different established companies that 
were uncomfortable with the scandalous publicity of their TV appearances. As a 
promotional initiative for the first record after signing with Virgin the band played 
Anarchy in the UK from a boat in front of the British Parliament, an act that had 
been explicitly forbidden by police. As a result there where some arrests and good 
press coverage.  

  
This way of doing business is very 

dependant of the old one and in order to succeed 
has to find the fissure in the establishment by 
playing on the same board with a just slightly 
different set of rules, taking advantages of the 
establishment by 'looking for the cheapest end of 
the High Street'. 

  
After his expansion to the Japanese 

market for Branson 'it was becoming clear that 
Japanese companies shared much of the same 
philosophy as Virgin. Like us they tend to 
operate on long-term objectives'. A company in 
the stock market is pressed to earn short-term 
benefits to satisfy shareholders, as political 
parties are urged by the need to have results in 
elections. A company like Virgin, like the radicals, 
look for results long-term, not compromising its 
aims by immediate goals. 

  



'Serious' businessmen despise Richard Branson for three main reasons: 
Virgin companies are not profitable (or not profitable enough), his moral values 
are poor and his strategies are very focused on customers. The first two points 
could be in many cases flattering if attributed to artists by people of the business 
field. And as for the customers, this approach to business is claimed as a 
campaign for liberation, and democratic give-the-people-what-they-want.  

  
5 Christensen. 
  
But in fact more than democracy it 

is a kind of commercial enlightened 
despotism: everything for the customer 
but without the customer. Jonas 
Ridderstrale and Kjell Nordstrom, business 
funky commentators, said about 
customers: 'If you want to do something 
really interesting and revolutionary, learn 
to ignore your customers. Most customers 
function as rear view mirrors. They are 
extremely conservative and boring, lack 
imagination, and don't know their own 
minds. If customers are constantly 
beating you to new ideas, hire them or get 
another job' 

  
The idea is meticulously stated in 

'The Innovator Dilemma' of Clayton M. 
Christensen, who is to business what an 
art critic is to art. The book analyse the 
situation of successful companies that 
have their resources focussed in activities 
that address customers' needs, that 
promise higher profits, that are technologically feasible and that help them to 
play in substantial markets, companies that are well managed. And nevertheless 
loose share of the market. 'Stay close to your customers appears not always to 
be a robust advice'. (Stay close to your collectors, an art critic would say, is not a 
robust advice.) 

  
The Achilles' Heel of these companies is found in what is called disruptive 

technologies. These are defined by activities related to certain products that may 
not be so well designed, not so reliable, not so fast or 
powerful than existing ones but that have a key 
characteristic that make it interesting for consumers. A 
good example Christiansen gives is the use by Sony in 
the early 50's of small transistors to build low quality 
sound portable radios, when the market was dominated 
by big valve radios: it was proved that customers do not 
mind the low quality sound if they can bring the radio 
everywhere. After a fast expansion in the new portable 
market Sony was able to improve the quality and get 
hold of the existing desktop market too, displacing the 
valves radios. For American corporations settled in the 
market, transistor radios didn't make sense until it was 
too late. 

  
There are several reasons why established companies do not invest in new 

technologies at first and these are the Attacker's Advantage' (another book of 



Christiansen) for small companies trying to break in the market: disruptive 
technologies are small businesses that do not look appealing to their growing 
ambitions, are too risky and do not respond to their customers’ demands. Small 
companies are more humble, have the ability to make fast changes, and can risk 
because they have less to lose. 

  
Much like the character played by Yves Montand in John Frankenheimer's 

Grand Prix (1966): 'When I see something really horrible, I put my foot down. 
Hard! Because I know that everyone else is lifting his'.  

  
6 Welch 
  
Jack Welch has been for 20 years 

Chief Executive Officer of General 
Electric. When he took over as director 
in 1980 GE was a prosperous and 
profitable company, well considered by 
critics and advisors. The situation did 
not suggest any restructuring. Against 
resistance in many battlegrounds Jack 
Welch started a revolution in the 
behaviour of the company from the base, 
envisioning what it will be the role of a 
corporation in the future. 

  
Under his command the company 

has reinvented itself, mainly through 
the mean of reinventing the people who 
work on it, creating 'leaders who can 
energize, excite and inspire rather than 
enervate, depress, and control'. The effort was focussed on converting the big oil 
tanker the company was into a fast motorboat. 'An organization's ability to learn, 
and translate that learning into action rapidly is the ultimate business advantage'. 
Business, as art, is a fluid, changing substance.  

  
There were several points to work out: 1 reduce to six the levels between 

the base and the presidency to fight bureaucracy, to eliminate redundant work 
and break the passive role of managers just supervising and approving, 2 allow 
the free flow of ideas in the horizontal and in the vertical, within the company, 
from suppliers and consumers, from different geographic locations, 3 look for 
excellence in everything, by closing companies that were not the best ones, by 
firing people who were not the best ones, by applying strict quality requirements 
to every part of the production processes, 4 take all possible steps to bring 
globalization to the company. 

  
The measures were put it into 

practice ruthlessly, with radical zero 
tolerance to those that did not 
embrace the spirit of the company. 
Many executives were fired, even if 
they were producing benefits, because 
any present compromise with the 
future of the company was not allowed. 
'See change as an opportunity, not a 
threat' says Welch to those who leave 
and to those who stay. 

  



The meaning of this strict behaviour could be personal ambition, 
responsibility to himself, to whom pays the bills, or to humanity, as 'only 
prosperous companies, dynamic and growing can fulfil their duties with their 
people and their communities.' Or it may just be 'having fun at work'. 

  
Jack Welch is the model that every executive wants to emulate. And in 

certain manner everyone is forced to do it as there is very little space now for 
doing business in other way than in the one he created. Slow pace dense 
established businesses are going to vanish. All resistance is useless.  

  
For business people JW is a hero who has changed the face of the world, 

but none of my friends know anything about him. 
  
7 Starbucks 
  
New business strategies seem to proclaim you have to destroy the 

established company lying inside yours; new business executives urge their 
troops to get rid of the responsible managers built-in their personality. As life is a 
fluid, changing substance too, we need new tools to deal with the alterations in 
our relations at work, at home and in between. 

  
Tom Peters has written many help books about how to change the way of 

understanding work by undermining every established prejudice about working 
behaviour that the reader may have, by communicating distinction, commitment 
and passion. In Brand You 50, he gives fifty ways to transform yourself from an 
'employee' into a brand and, as it can be suspected, enjoying while performing 
the conversion. This is a radical approach that tries to bring all the aspects of the 
personality to the excellence, to the WOW level, by applying constant effort, by 
frenzied networking and specially by making clear that each one is alone against 
the economy and against society. 

  
It is not only convenient but compulsory: if you do not brand yourself you 

will be fired soon (the only job is to be CEO of your life). If your business does 
not get branded it will close down to give space for a branch of a corporation. 

  
Brands are occupying more space in business, in the real state, in the 

urban landscape than ever before. But also, or especially, in minds, where they 
are taking on the task of redirecting our feelings. Scott Bedbury, who helped 
brand Nike and Starbucks, said: 'A great brand taps into emotions… Emotions 
drive most, if not all, of our decisions.' 

  
Starbucks was in the 90s what McDonalds 

was for the 60s. It caught the spirit of the time, 
engaged customers and spread fast, playing its 
advantage, as once an idea is uncovered every 
minute is essential to continue in businesses. 
Categories important for the 90s were: the 
ecology, fair trade, the enjoyment of variety and 
the use of shared time and space. It needed time 
and comfort to taste coffee properly, a cosy place 
which is not home, which is not work. For a little 
money you can temporary own a living room in 
one of the best spots in town. Not long ago there 
were big areas of the city banned for non rich 
visitors, streets in which every item on the shops 
was beyond the affordable for most of the people. 
Brands have acted as a democratizating agent, 



infiltrating into these exclusive places of main cities and opening it for everybody 
to shop, have a lunch and drink coffee. Only brands shared by many costumers 
can now hold the space. 

  
8 Nostalgia 
  
Brands are already an 

established instance and many people 
hate them there where they can 
recognise it. They find arrogant the 
relentless advance in the urban 
landscape driven by the maxim 'grow or 
die'. It is not only the determination of 
the David against Goliath but the qualm 
to a headless blind monster that can run 
out of control and pass over every 
humanistic consideration.  

  
That's right, a corporate world creates angst. First for vertigo: mortals are 

thirsty for reality and fear being lost if invade by the insignificance of a profane 
existence. To fight against it put in contact again with the sacred. And the aim of 
making the world a better place entitles the user to handy extreme emotions. 

  
And then nostalgia. The advance of brands 

means the disappearance of the world we knew: 
'change' means less me, less of what I have been, 
less of what I know. 

  
Politics in art are an established routine. 

Everything that breaks in art has a politic 
component, mainly shaped by nostalgia, either 
when claiming change (nostalgia of modernity) or 
when claiming reconnection (nostalgia of the lost 
sublime). 'Non action against' or simply 'non action' 
could be the ultimate subversive temptation. 

  
Whether it is nobler in the mind: to suffer the slings and arrows of 

outrageous fortune or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing 
end them? 


