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Curriculum subjects: History of Art and Fine Art 

Key Stage 5 and Independent Learners 
 

Theme: The influence of pop culture, advertising, and American 
art on artists in Britain 
 

Teachers’ notes author: Marianne Holm Hansen 
 

Rationale 

Pop Art emerged in 1950s Britain as a revolt against dominant views on art and culture. 

It reflected the social and political contexts of its time: artists began to use images and 

strategies from advertising, mass marketing and popular culture to challenge 

established norms and opinions. This resource aims to enrich the study of Pop Art by 

inviting you to critically question and develop your own existing knowledge and 

understanding of the movement and its histories. 

Each of the activities includes oral history recordings that capture the voice and 

demonstrate the personality of the interviewee, as well as provide contextual insights, 

interpretations and biographical details that may complicate, confirm or contradict each 

other. In the spirit of Pop Art, the aim is to encourage critical discussions, celebrations 

or critiques, of our own and others’ interpretations of Pop Art and its legacies.  

Sources referred to in these teaching notes are available from Voices of art. A full list of 

sources is provided at the end of the document. 

 

Key questions  

 What were the social, political and cultural contexts in which Pop Art emerged? 

 How did American artists and culture influence artists in Britain? 

 How did the influence of popular culture materialise in Pop Art? 

 Which artists are included or excluded in the history of Pop Art?  

 Does Pop Art as a style and movement appear to be relevant today? 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
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Activities 

1. Pop Art: Definitions 

In 1957, British artist Richard Hamilton listed the characteristics of Pop Art in a 
letter to Peter and Alison Smithson:  

Pop Art is: Popular (designed for a mass audience), Transient (short-term 
solution), Expendable (easily forgotten), Low cost, Mass produced, 
Young (aimed at youth), Witty, Sexy, Gimmicky, Glamorous, Big 
business … 

Define Pop Art for yourselves based on what you already know. You can follow 
the example given by Richard Hamilton above and make a list of what you 
consider to be the main characteristics and motivations behind the genre. 

Find and examine other definitions of Pop Art and compare these with Richard 
Hamilton’s as well as your own. Discuss whether there is one aspect of Pop Art 
that seems particularly important or interesting to you. 

 

2. Pop Art: Context 

Keep Richard Hamilton’s and your own Pop Art definitions in mind as you 
research and discuss the social, political and cultural context in which Pop Art 
emerged. Listen to how the artist Michael Kidner describes the change in mood as 
post-war austerity gave way to economic boom: Michael Kidner: On optimism in 
the 1960s. 

Carry out further research, or simply cross-reference your existing knowledge of 
the social, political and cultural contexts of the 1950-60s with Kidner’s account. 
Discuss:  

 Does Kidner add insights or nuances that you have not previously 
considered? 

 How may his emphasis on colour be specific to his work as an artist? If so, 
how important is it to include different voices and experiences when 
building a full picture of art and its histories? 

 

Related essays 

Simon Martin, Art and advertising in the 1960s  

Duncan Robinson, ‘Signs of change’ and ‘The swinging ‘sixties’ in The London art 
world, 1950-1965  

 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/michael-kidner-on-optimism-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/michael-kidner-on-optimism-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/simon-martin-art-and-advertising-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
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3. The impact of advertising and consumer culture 

Pop Art was fuelled by the emergence of youth-culture and its rebellion. In a 
challenge to traditional views and assumptions about art, artists began to use the 
images and strategies from advertising in their work. 

Listen to the following sound recordings: 

Richard Smith: On his attitude to advertising and consumerism 

Nicholas Serota: On the role of advertising in Richard Smith's work 

Compare these two descriptions of the influence and role of advertising in Richard 
Smiths’ work. What are the differences and similarities between them? What does 
each one emphasise? You can also discuss:  

 Why, in the context of the time, are their descriptions of advertising and 
consumerism so positive? Is this how you view it now? 

 How does applying the strategies of advertising, including mass-marketing 
for mass-audiences, challenge the medium of painting itself as well as 
traditional views of art, its value and intended audience? 

 

4. Influence from American art and artists 

Richard Smith was also inspired by the work of American artists. In the following 
audio extract he speaks about his first encounters with the work of Jackson 
Pollock and Mark Rothko. 

Richard Smith: On first seeing the work of the American Abstract Expressionists 

You can look at examples of Smith’s work before and after his encounter with 
Abstract Expressionism and discuss if its inspiration is evident to you. For example, 
consider how his works such as Gift Wrap (1963), Piano (1963) and/or Riverfall 
(1969) develop concerns about material, colour, form and scale. The excitement 
at the physicality of these works is described by both John Kasmin and Nicholas 
Serota in the following clips:  

Kasmin: On Richard Smith's 1963 exhibition at Kasmin Gallery 

Nicholas Serota: On Richard Smith's Riverfall at Kasmin Gallery 

Discuss: 

 Do their reactions to the works complement your own interpretations?  

 How does scale and installation impact on the experience of the works? Do 
you need to see the actual works to fully understand them? 

 

Related essays 

Simon Martin, Art and advertising in the 1960s 

Duncan Robinson, ‘The impact of America’ in The London art world, 1950-1965 

Rachel Rose Smith, Presence and metaphor in the work of Richard Smith 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-smith-on-his-attitude-to-advertising-and-consumerism
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-the-role-of-advertising-in-richard-smiths-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-smith-on-seeing-the-work-of-american-abstract-expressionists
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-richard-smiths-1963-exhibition
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-richard-smiths-riverfall
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/simon-martin-art-and-advertising-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/rachel-rose-smith-presence-and-metaphor-in-the-work-of-richard-smith
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5. Popular culture and the artist as ‘star’ 

Pop Art both drew from popular culture and became part of popular culture. In 
his essay Art and Advertising in the 1960s, Simon Martin notes how Pop artists 
such as Richard Hamilton and Peter Blake (with Jann Haworth) ‘came to create 
the very products that had originally inspired them, by creating and shaping the 
aesthetics of album sleeves that would enter millions of homes’.  

Explore the relationship between an artist’s personality, their artwork, and the role 
of the artist as ‘star’ in the following interviews: 

Nicholas Serota: On Doll Boy by David Hockney 

Kasmin: On first meeting David Hockney 

Kasmin: On David Hockney's exhibition at Kasmin Gallery in 1963 

Discuss: 

 Look at David Hockney’s works Study for Doll Boy (1960) and Doll Boy 
(1960-61). How do the descriptions of Hockney and his work correspond 
with your own interpretations? 

 How important is an artist’s personality in terms of getting noticed and, 
subsequently, in attracting new audiences and buyers to the gallery? Has 
this changed over time? 

 Then and today, how may the role of the artist as ‘star’ or celebrity come to 
determine the choice of art presented to us as well as our interpretation of 
it?  

 

Related essays 

Chris Stephens, David Hockney at the Kasmin Gallery 

Simon Martin, Art and advertising in the 1960s 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/simon-martin-art-and-advertising-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-david-hockneys-doll-boy
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-meeting-david-hockney
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-david-hockneys-exhibition
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/chris-stephens-david-hockney-at-the-kasmin-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/simon-martin-art-and-advertising-in-the-1960s
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Extension activities  

1. Pop Art circles: 

Listen to this audio clip from art historian and former Assistant Keeper at Tate, 
Richard Morphet: On the confrontation among artists in the audience at a talk at 
the ICA given by Richard Smith, November 1962 

Carefully analyse the recording. Morphet is reading a diary entry but 
intermittently stops to add comments or elaborate on particular parts.  

 How does the recording compare to written accounts that remove the 
possibility for any additions and clarifications?  

 How does his voice, explanations and laughter add to your understanding 
of the atmosphere at the talk itself and the artists involved? Is how he 
speaks as important as what he actually says?  

 

2. Female Pop Artists 

Many women artists engaged with Pop Art internationally, including artist Pauline 
Boty who was central to the founding of Pop Art in Britain. Despite this Pop Art is 
remembered as a male-dominated movement. Examine why.  

Today, female artists are beginning to gain recognition for their contributions and 
challenges to Pop Art. Research these previously ‘missing’ women artists and 
examine why their work may have been initially marginalised or later ‘forgotten’? 
Why, now, is the work finally being acknowledged?  

 

3. Beyond British Pop 

The cultural context of the 1950-60s gave rise to Pop Art, but not exclusively. 
Explore how and why some artists responded differently to the contexts and 
possibilities of the time. 

You could research the work of contemporary artists such as Kenneth Armitage, 

Sandra Blow, Frank Bowling, Elisabeth Frink, Jann Haworth, Sheila Girling and 

Bridget Riley. Begin by studying the interview extracts available on Voices of art. 

You can also browse interviews on the British Library Sounds website. For 

example, the following interviewees speak specifically about the possibilities for 

travel and the influence of international encounters on their work: 

Elisabeth Frink: On the difficulties of going abroad 

Sheila Girling: On going to live in America 

Kenneth Armitage: On meeting American sculptors and abstract expressionists 

 

Related essay 

Michael Bird, Opening up to international influences: British art in the 20th 
century 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-morphet-on-confrontation-among-artists-at-the-ica
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-morphet-on-confrontation-among-artists-at-the-ica
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://sounds.bl.uk/Arts-literature-and-performance/Art
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/elisabeth-frink-on-the-difficulties-of-going-abroad
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sheila-girling-on-going-to-live-in-america
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kenneth-armitage-on-meeting-american-sculptors-and-abstract-expressionists
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/michael-bird-british-art-in-the-20th-century
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/michael-bird-british-art-in-the-20th-century


 
  

 

The British Library | www.bl.uk/  6 

  

List of sources 

 

Audio extracts from Voices of art: 

 Elisabeth Frink: On the difficulties of going abroad 

 Kasmin: On David Hockney's exhibition at Kasmin Gallery in 1963 

 Kasmin: On first meeting David Hockney 

 Kasmin: On Richard Smith's 1963 exhibition at Kasmin Gallery 

 Kenneth Armitage: On meeting American sculptors and abstract expressionists 

 Michael Kidner: On optimism in the 1960s 

 Nicholas Serota: On Doll Boy by David Hockney 

 Nicholas Serota: On Richard Smith's Riverfall at Kasmin Gallery 

 Nicholas Serota: On the role of advertising in Richard Smith's work 

 Richard Morphet: On the confrontation among artists in the audience at a talk 
at the ICA given by Richard Smith, November 1962 

 Richard Smith: On first seeing the work of the American Abstract Expressionists 

 Richard Smith: On his attitude to advertising and consumerism 

 Sheila Girling: On going to live in America 
 

These are short extracts from full length interviews recorded for Artists’ Lives, an 
oral history project run by National Life Stories. Many interviews are accessible 
online from the British Library Sounds website. 

 

Essays from Voices of art: 

 Michael Bird, Opening up to international influences: British art in the 20th 
century 

 Simon Martin, Art and advertising in the 1960s 

 Duncan Robinson, The London art world, 1950-1965 

 Rachel Rose Smith, Presence and metaphor in the work of Richard Smith 

 Chris Stephens, David Hockney at the Kasmin Gallery 

 

 
Voices of art is supported by: 

 

https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/elisabeth-frink-on-the-difficulties-of-going-abroad
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-david-hockneys-exhibition
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-meeting-david-hockney
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kasmin-on-richard-smiths-1963-exhibition
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/kenneth-armitage-on-meeting-american-sculptors-and-abstract-expressionists
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/michael-kidner-on-optimism-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-david-hockneys-doll-boy
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-richard-smiths-riverfall
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/nicholas-serota-on-the-role-of-advertising-in-richard-smiths-work
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-morphet-on-confrontation-among-artists-at-the-ica
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-morphet-on-confrontation-among-artists-at-the-ica
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-smith-on-seeing-the-work-of-american-abstract-expressionists
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/richard-smith-on-his-attitude-to-advertising-and-consumerism
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sheila-girling-on-going-to-live-in-america
https://www.bl.uk/projects/national-life-stories-artists-lives
https://www.bl.uk/projects/national-life-stories
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/michael-bird-british-art-in-the-20th-century
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/michael-bird-british-art-in-the-20th-century
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/simon-martin-art-and-advertising-in-the-1960s
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/duncan-robinson-the-london-art-world-1950-1965
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/rachel-rose-smith-presence-and-metaphor-in-the-work-of-richard-smith
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art/articles/chris-stephens-david-hockney-at-the-kasmin-gallery
https://www.bl.uk/voices-of-art

