
 

 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE 

RESEARCH 

VOL 02 . ISSUE 02 . ( 2024 ) 

http://ijirjournal.com/ 

 

The Role of the Art Critic in Shaping Cultural Perception 

Dr. Nadia Khalid 1 * 

 

 

Abstract.  

The art critic has played a pivotal role in shaping cultural perception 
throughout history, acting as a mediator between the artwork and the 

public. This article examines how art criticism influences the reception, 
interpretation, and valuation of art. By analyzing key historical movements 
and contemporary practices, we explore the critic's role in legitimizing new 

forms of expression, framing public discourse, and contributing to the 
canonization of certain works and artists. Additionally, the study addresses 

the shifting landscape of art criticism in the digital age, where online 
platforms democratize both the production and consumption of critique. 
Through case studies and theoretical analysis, this article illuminates the 

power dynamics involved in art criticism and its longstanding influence on 
cultural perception. 

Keywords: Art criticism, cultural perception, art movements, digital age, public discourse, 

canonization, art history, aesthetic judgment, cultural mediation, contemporary art . 

INTRODUCTION 

Art critics have long been instrumental in determining which artists and movements gain 

recognition and which fade into obscurity. Through their reviews, essays, and public 

commentary, critics provide not only interpretations of artworks but also shape broader cultural 

conversations about aesthetics, value, and meaning. The role of the art critic, however, is far 

from neutral. Critics bring their own biases, cultural perspectives, and power to influence how art 

is received by the public and institutionalized by galleries and museums. This article delves into 

the evolving role of art critics, focusing on how their assessments affect cultural perception, 

particularly through the lens of major art movements such as Impressionism, Abstract 

Expressionism, and Postmodernism. 

We also explore the contemporary challenges art critics face in the digital age, where the 

democratization of art critique through social media and online platforms has disrupted 

traditional hierarchies. By considering both historical and modern perspectives, this study reveals 
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how art critics help construct the narrative of art history and shape the cultural lens through 

which society views artistic expression. 

Importance of Art Critics in Shaping Cultural Perceptions 

Art critics serve as essential intermediaries between artists, artworks, and the public. By offering 

analysis, interpretation, and judgment, they influence how art is understood, appreciated, and 

ultimately remembered. Criticism often determines the trajectory of an artist's career, affects 

market values, and contributes to the broader cultural discourse. Art critics provide frameworks 

that help the public navigate the often complex world of visual art, allowing individuals to see 

beyond the surface and engage with the deeper meanings, contexts, and innovations of a work. 

The role of the art critic, however, extends beyond mere interpretation. Critics act as cultural 

gatekeepers, determining which artists and movements receive recognition and which are 

marginalized. Through reviews, essays, and public discourse, critics participate in the creation of 

cultural narratives, often elevating certain artworks to the status of "masterpieces" while 

dismissing others. This authority makes art criticism a powerful tool for shaping public 

perception, guiding not only individual tastes but also institutional decisions regarding 

exhibitions, collections, and funding. 

Historical Overview of Art Criticism's Role in Major Art Movements 

The history of art criticism is intertwined with the development of modern art movements. From 

the salons of 18thcentury France, where Denis Diderot wrote some of the first formal art 

reviews, to the influential writings of 19thcentury figures like John Ruskin, who championed the 

PreRaphaelite Brotherhood, critics have long influenced the public's reception of new artistic 

forms. For example, critics like Charles Baudelaire helped frame the public understanding of the 

emerging avantgarde in 19thcentury Paris, playing a significant role in legitimizing movements 

such as Impressionism. 

In the 20th century, art criticism became even more pivotal. Clement Greenberg’s support of 

Abstract Expressionism not only elevated artists like Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning to 

iconic status but also cemented the movement as one of the defining styles of the postwar era. 

Similarly, critics such as Harold Rosenberg, Leo Steinberg, and Rosalind Krauss helped shape 

the discourse around Postmodernism, Pop Art, and Minimalism, influencing which works were 

embraced by museums and galleries and which were overlooked. 

The Evolving Role of Critics in the Digital Age 

The rise of digital technology has transformed the role of the art critic. While print media once 

dominated the field, the democratization of art criticism via blogs, online platforms, and social 

media has shifted the dynamics of influence. Today, traditional art critics must compete with a 

multitude of voices, including amateur commentators and social media influencers who reach 

large audiences through platforms like Instagram and Twitter. This shift has decentralized 

authority, making it both easier for new voices to be heard and more difficult for any single critic 

to maintain dominance over the discourse. 

Despite these challenges, art critics continue to play a vital role in shaping cultural perceptions. 

Their expertise, historical knowledge, and critical frameworks provide valuable context for 
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understanding contemporary art, even as new forms of media alter the landscape of critique. The 

balance between traditional authority and the democratization of criticism raises important 

questions about the future of art criticism and its ongoing influence in shaping cultural 

narratives. 

2. The Historical Role of the Art Critic 

Early Examples of Art Criticism (e.g., Denis Diderot’s Salon Critiques) 

The tradition of formalized art criticism began to take shape in the 18th century, with writers like 

Denis Diderot being among the first to offer systematic critiques of art exhibitions. Diderot’s 

reviews of the annual Salons in Paris, starting in 1759, were not just evaluations of individual 

works but also reflections on the broader state of art and its role in society. Diderot's Salon 

critiques combined aesthetic evaluation with social commentary, setting a foundation for art 

criticism as both an intellectual exercise and a cultural force. His approach highlighted the 

critic’s role in bridging the gap between the artist's intentions and the public’s understanding, 

while also advocating for moral and philosophical ideals through art. 

Diderot’s work exemplified how early art criticism functioned as both a guide for the public and 

a platform for intellectual debate. His influence demonstrated that art criticism could elevate 

public taste and support progressive ideas about creativity, foreshadowing the critic's future 

power in shaping cultural perception. 

 The Rise of Formal Art Criticism During the 19th Century 

The 19th century saw the development of art criticism as a formal discipline, with publications 

such as The Athenaeum and The Art Journal providing platforms for critical writing. This period 

coincided with significant changes in the art world, including the rise of independent artists' 

movements and the proliferation of public art exhibitions. Art criticism became an important part 

of this cultural ecosystem, helping to explain, defend, and sometimes attack new developments 

in art. 

John Ruskin, one of the most prominent critics of the 19th century, played a crucial role in 

shaping public perceptions of art and architecture. His support of the PreRaphaelite Brotherhood 

and his critiques of industrialization reflected his belief in art’s moral and social function. 

Ruskin's writings, including Modern Painters (1843) and The Stones of Venice (1851–1853), 

emphasized a return to nature and craftsmanship, which he viewed as essential to both artistic 

integrity and social progress. Ruskin’s influence was profound, as he provided not only aesthetic 

judgments but also a moral framework for interpreting art. 

The rise of formal art criticism in the 19th century also coincided with the emergence of art 

movements that challenged academic traditions. Critics like Charles Baudelaire, who wrote in 

defense of avantgarde artists, played a key role in legitimizing new forms of artistic expression. 

Baudelaire’s 1846 essay The Salon of 1846 famously defended Romanticism and called for 

artists to embrace modern life as their subject, challenging the conventions of history painting 

and paving the way for future innovations. 

 Key Figures in Modern Art Criticism: John Ruskin, Clement Greenberg, and Others 
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The 20th century introduced a new generation of art critics who profoundly shaped the direction 

of modern and contemporary art. Clement Greenberg, perhaps the most influential art critic of 

the mid20th century, is widely known for his promotion of Abstract Expressionism. In his 

seminal essay AvantGarde and Kitsch (1939), Greenberg argued that modern art represented a 

progressive break from the decadence of mass culture. He championed artists like Jackson 

Pollock and Barnett Newman, positioning their work as the culmination of a formalist trajectory 

that valued abstraction, purity of form, and the elimination of narrative content. Greenberg’s 

ideas became synonymous with the critical reception of Abstract Expressionism and helped 

institutionalize it as the leading American art movement of the postwar era. 

Other key figures in modern art criticism included Harold Rosenberg, who introduced the 

concept of "action painting" to describe the dynamic, physical process of creation in Abstract 

Expressionism. Leo Steinberg, who focused on the interpretation of Pop Art and Minimalism, 

and Rosalind Krauss, who developed influential theories on postmodernism and the expanded 

field of sculpture, were also pivotal in shaping critical discourse around modern and 

contemporary art. 

Case Study 1: How Art Criticism Shaped the Reception of Impressionism 

The reception of Impressionism provides a powerful example of the impact art criticism can have 

on an art movement. When the first Impressionist exhibition took place in 1874, the movement 

was largely dismissed by academic critics. Artists like Claude Monet, PierreAuguste Renoir, and 

Edgar Degas were criticized for their unconventional techniques, particularly their loose 

brushwork and focus on capturing the effects of light and color rather than precise details. Louis 

Leroy, a critic for Le Charivari, famously coined the term "Impressionism" as a derogatory label 

after viewing Monet’s Impression, Sunrise (1872), mocking the painting's unfinished 

appearance. 

Art critics who sympathized with the movement, such as the poet and critic Stéphane Mallarmé, 

began to write more favorably about Impressionist works, emphasizing their innovative qualities 

and their break with the rigid conventions of academic painting. Émile Zola also championed the 

Impressionists, comparing their pursuit of truth in nature to the work of realist novelists. As these 

positive critiques gained traction, the public’s perception of Impressionism shifted. Over time, 

the movement was recognized for its groundbreaking approach to modern life and visual 

representation, and many of its artists became central figures in the canon of art history. 

The case of Impressionism demonstrates how art criticism can evolve from initial skepticism to 

advocacy, ultimately reshaping both the public’s understanding and the art historical narrative. It 

also underscores the critic’s role as a mediator between artists and audiences, helping to 

legitimize new styles and ideas that challenge the status quo. 

3. Art Criticism and Cultural Canonization 

The Power Dynamics of Critical Approval in Determining What Becomes "Great Art" 

Art criticism plays a crucial role in the canonization of certain artists and movements, 

determining what is considered "great art." This process is not neutral; it is deeply influenced by 

power dynamics that involve the critic’s own cultural, social, and ideological perspectives. 

Through their evaluations and public platforms, critics have the authority to either elevate an 



 THE ROLE OF THE ART CRITIC IN SHAPING CULTURAL PERCEPTION 

 

12 | P a g e  
 

artist's work to iconic status or diminish its significance. This process of canonization often 

depends on factors beyond the aesthetic quality of the artwork itself, including the critic's 

influence within the art world, the media, and institutional structures such as galleries and 

museums. 

Critics serve as gatekeepers of taste, and their approval can determine which artists receive 

opportunities for major exhibitions, critical retrospectives, and placement in prestigious 

collections. Moreover, as museums, galleries, and auction houses often rely on critics' judgments 

to inform their selections, the critic's role becomes even more powerful in shaping art history. As 

art history is often written based on the works that are most visible and discussed, critics play a 

decisive role in determining which artists and movements are included in or excluded from the 

historical canon. 

This power is not without contestation. The canonization process has historically favored certain 

perspectives, often marginalizing artists based on race, gender, or geography. For example, the 

exclusion of women artists and artists of color from the modernist canon reflects a broader 

cultural bias that has only recently begun to be challenged. Contemporary critics and scholars are 

increasingly examining these dynamics and advocating for a more inclusive approach to the 

canonization of art, recognizing the contributions of previously overlooked artists. 

 How Critics Frame Public Discourse on Art Movements and Individual Artists  

Critics frame public discourse not only through their evaluations but also through the narratives 

they construct around art movements and individual artists. They often position artists within 

broader intellectual, social, or political contexts, guiding how the public interprets and values 

their work. By establishing criteria for what constitutes "good" or "important" art, critics 

influence the ways in which audiences engage with art, shaping popular and institutional 

responses. 

For instance, during the rise of modern art in the early 20th century, critics like Roger Fry and 

Clive Bell helped frame movements such as Postimpressionism  and Cubism as intellectual and 

aesthetic revolutions, distancing them from traditional academic standards. These reframing 

encouraged audiences to view art not as a vehicle for mimetic representation but as an 

exploration of form, color, and abstraction. Similarly, critics like Clement Greenberg and Harold 

Rosenberg shaped the discourse around Abstract Expressionism by emphasizing the artist’s 

process and the purity of formal abstraction, which became central to understanding the 

movement 

Critics often act as cultural mediators, translating complex artistic concepts for the general public 

and guiding institutional decisions about what art is deemed valuable. Their framing of art 

movements can determine the degree to which those movements gain acceptance, both in terms 

of popular culture and within academic and institutional circles. Furthermore, through their 

writing and influence, critics contribute to constructing the historical narrative of art, determining 

which movements are remembered and which are forgotten. 

Case Study 2: The Role of Criticism in Canonizing Abstract Expressionism 

The canonization of Abstract Expressionism in the mid20th century offers a compelling case 

study of how art criticism can shape the legacy of an entire movement. Prior to its widespread 
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acceptance, Abstract Expressionism was seen as a radical departure from traditional forms of art. 

Its emphasis on largescale canvases, aggressive brushstrokes, and the abstraction of subject 

matter defied the conventions of representational painting that had dominated Western art. 

Clement Greenberg played a central role in promoting Abstract Expressionism, particularly 

through his writings in the 1940s and 1950s. Greenberg championed artists such as Jackson 

Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Mark Rothko, positioning them as the vanguard of modern art. 

His essay AvantGarde and Kitsch (1939) argued that true art was progressive, eschewing the 

populist tendencies of mass culture. He saw Abstract Expressionism as the purest form of this 

avantgarde tradition, celebrating its focus on formal elements such as color, line, and 

composition rather than narrative or subject matter. 

Greenberg’s formalist critique helped to shape the way both the public and institutions perceived 

Abstract Expressionism. By framing the movement as the culmination of modernist tendencies, 

he positioned it as a logical and necessary progression in the history of Western art. This 

narrative was further reinforced by influential institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art 

(MoMA), which began to champion Abstract Expressionist artists, hosting exhibitions and 

acquiring their work for its permanent collection. 

Harold Rosenberg also contributed to the critical discourse surrounding Abstract Expressionism, 

although his approach differed from Greenberg’s formalism. In his 1952 essay "The American 

Action Painters," Rosenberg emphasized the performative aspect of painting, describing Abstract 

Expressionism as an act of existential creation. He coined the term "action painting" to highlight 

the physical process of making art, suggesting that the canvas was an arena in which the artist 

engaged in a direct confrontation with their inner self. This interpretation helped solidify the 

notion of Abstract Expressionist artists as radical, heroic figures who were engaged in a deeply 

personal, almost spiritual, process of creation. 

The critical framing of Abstract Expressionism by figures like Greenberg and Rosenberg was 

instrumental in its canonization. Their interpretations shaped how the movement was understood 

by audiences, collectors, and institutions, ultimately securing its place as one of the most 

important art movements of the 20th century. Today, Abstract Expressionism is viewed as a 

watershed moment in modern art history, largely due to the critical efforts that defined its 

reception and solidified its status. 

This case study illustrates the profound impact that critics can have in determining the legacy of 

an art movement. By framing Abstract Expressionism as the pinnacle of modernist innovation, 

critics like Greenberg and Rosenberg played a decisive role in ensuring its acceptance and 

preservation within the cultural canon. 

Art Criticism in the Contemporary Context 

Challenges to the Authority of Traditional Critics in the Digital Age 

The digital age has significantly altered the landscape of art criticism, presenting challenges to 

the traditional authority of established critics. Historically, critics in wellregarded newspapers, 

journals, and art magazines held considerable influence over public perception and the success of 

artists and movements. However, the rise of the internet and social media has fragmented the 

field, allowing a wider range of voices to participate in the conversation. This democratization 
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has both expanded access to art criticism and diluted the authority of traditional critics, who now 

compete with online platforms, independent bloggers, and social media personalities. 

One of the primary challenges is the rapid dissemination of opinions online, where viral trends 

can override considered critique. Unlike traditional criticism, which often involves indepth 

analysis and contextualization, online content can prioritize immediacy and popularity over 

scholarly rigor. This has led to a shift in how the public engages with art, with quick and visually 

driven critiques on social media sometimes taking precedence over lengthy, nuanced reviews. 

Additionally, traditional art criticism faces a decline in readership as print media loses its 

dominance, forcing critics to adapt to new platforms and formats. The economic pressures on 

print journalism have led to fewer fulltime art critics, with many critics moving to freelance or 

independent status. This has also affected the length, depth, and nature of art critique, with 

shorter, more accessible formats becoming the norm in digital spaces. These shifts challenge the 

traditional notion of who is considered an "expert" and what constitutes valid critique, opening 

the field to a broader range of perspectives while raising questions about the standards of quality 

in art criticism. 

The Role of Social Media and Online Platforms in Democratizing Art Criticism 

Social media and online platforms have played a transformative role in democratizing art 

criticism, allowing a more diverse range of voices to enter the conversation. Platforms like 

Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube have provided a space for artists, amateurs, and nontraditional 

critics to share their perspectives, often reaching audiences that traditional art criticism has not 

engaged. This has led to a more participatory culture in the arts, where individuals who may not 

have formal training or institutional ties can influence public opinion and shape discourse. 

The visual nature of platforms like Instagram makes it particularly well-suited for the 

dissemination of art and art critique. Visual content is easily shareable, and the platform’s format 

encourages engagement through likes, comments, and reposts, allowing art critiques to go viral. 

This has changed the power dynamics in the art world, as influencers, bloggers, and digital 

content creators gain followings that rival those of traditional critics. These new voices can 

promote emerging artists, highlight marginalized perspectives, and introduce new styles and 

movements that might be overlooked by mainstream media. 

The democratization of art criticism also has its drawbacks. The focus on visual appeal and share 

ability can sometimes reduce the depth of critique, favoring imagedriven content over thorough 

analysis. The immediacy of social media can also create echo chambers, where popular opinion 

is amplified while dissenting or challenging perspectives are marginalized. Nevertheless, online 

platforms have undeniably broadened access to art discourse, fostering a more inclusive 

conversation that challenges the exclusivity of traditional art criticism. 

Case Study 3: Instagram Influencers as the New Art Critics  

The rise of Instagram influencers as the new art critics highlights the changing dynamics of the 

art world in the digital age. Influencers on Instagram, who may or may not have formal training 

in art history or criticism, have amassed large followings by sharing visually compelling content, 

offering accessible insights, and engaging directly with their audience. This approach contrasts 
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with traditional criticism, which often targets a specialized audience through dense academic 

language or formal reviews. 

One prominent example is the use of Instagram by artists like Ai Weiwei, who has leveraged the 

platform to critique political and social issues while sharing his artistic process. Additionally, 

influencers who focus specifically on art, such as The Jealous Curator, Arleta Chung, or Jerry 

Slats (who transitioned from traditional journalism to social media), have redefined what it 

means to be an art critic. These figures use Instagram to promote artists, share opinions on 

exhibitions, and discuss trends in contemporary art, often with a personal and conversational 

tone that resonates with a broader audience. 

Instagram influencers have also been instrumental in championing marginalized voices in the art 

world. They often highlight artists from diverse backgrounds, challenge the conventional 

narratives presented by mainstream institutions, and critique the exclusivity of elite galleries and 

museums. For example, accounts like @artsy and @contemporaryartdaily provide platforms for 

emerging artists who may not yet have access to traditional institutional recognition, bringing 

visibility to innovative and underrepresented creators. 

The influence of Instagram critics is not without controversy. The focus on aesthetics and 

popularity metrics, such as likes and followers, can skew perceptions of value and importance, 

leading to a form of "influencer economy" in the art world. Some critics argue that the reliance 

on visual appeal risks oversimplifying complex artworks and perpetuates a culture of 

consumption rather than critical engagement. Additionally, the commercial partnerships and 

sponsorships that some influencers rely on can raise questions about the objectivity of their 

critiques. 

Despite these challenges, Instagram influencers have undeniably reshaped the field of art 

criticism, making it more accessible and diverse. They have shifted the power from institutional 

gatekeepers to a more participatory and visually driven form of critique. This case study 

exemplifies the broader transformation of art criticism in the contemporary context, where 

traditional authority is being challenged, and a new, digital landscape is defining how art is 

discussed, valued, and understood. 

Naveed Rafaqat Ahmad is a public sector professional and researcher affiliated with the Punjab 

Sahulat Bazaars Authority (PSBA), Lahore, Pakistan. His scholarly work focuses on state-owned 

enterprise reform, public sector governance, transparency, accountability, and institutional 

performance in developing economies. He employs mixed-methods research approaches to 

examine fiscal sustainability, organizational efficiency, and trust in public institutions. His 

research aims to support evidence-based policymaking and contribute to governance reforms that 

enhance accountability, service delivery, and public confidence in government institutions. 

His analytical framework integrates public administration theory with regulatory economics, 
showing how price discipline mechanisms can coexist with welfare objectives. By embedding 

enforceable affordability targets into statutory mandates, he bridges social protection and market 
regulation. 
Naveed Rafaqat Ahmad is a researcher in the field of public administration and digital 

governance, with a particular focus on the responsible adoption of artificial intelligence in 
government institutions. His work explores how emerging technologies can enhance efficiency, 

transparency, and service delivery in public sector organizations while addressing ethical and 
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regulatory challenges. Ahmad’s research highlights the importance of accountability 
mechanisms, algorithmic transparency, and risk-based regulatory frameworks to ensure that AI 

systems used by governments remain fair, explainable, and aligned with democratic governance 
principles. Through his scholarly contributions, he provides practical policy insights for 
governments seeking to implement AI technologies responsibly, particularly in developing states 

where governance capacity and institutional resources may be limited. 
 

Graphs and Charts 

 

Graph 1: Historical Influence of Art Critics on Major Art Movements   

timeline chart illustrating the relationship between influential art critics and the rise of significant 

art movements (e.g., Clement Greenberg's impact on Abstract Expressionism). 

 

Chart 1: Public Reception of Critically Acclaimed vs. Critically Dismissed Artworks    

A comparison of the public reception (exhibition attendance, media coverage) of artworks that 

received favorable criticism versus those that were negatively reviewed across five major art 

movements. 
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Graph 2: The Shift from Print to Digital Art Criticism   

A line graph tracking the decline in printbased art criticism and the rise of digital platforms 

(blogs, social media) in art discourse from 2000–2023. 

 

Pie Chart: Sources of Art Criticism in the Digital Age   

Breakdown of where art consumers get their critiques: traditional print media, online 

publications, blogs, and social media. 

Summary 

The role of the art critic in shaping cultural perception has been fundamental in constructing the 

narrative of art history and determining the public and institutional reception of art. From the 

early days of formalized criticism in the 18th century, critics have wielded significant influence 

in validating new art forms, guiding cultural discourse, and even shaping the careers of artists. 

The digital age has introduced new dynamics, with social media platforms democratizing 

critique and challenging the traditional authority of professional art critics. Despite this shift, art 

criticism remains a crucial element in the ecosystem of art, influencing how both art and culture 

are perceived and valued. Through historical and contemporary case studies, this article 

highlights the enduring importance of the critic's voice in shaping our cultural landscape. 
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