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Abstract
This article explores how the coronavirus has influenced and ultimately
harmed the arts. In particular, this article explores how the coronavirus is
an issue that overshadows other important issues. Moreover, the
coronavirus provides an excuse for political groups to decimate artistic
spaces. Therefore, we should be careful not to assume that a revised
interest in the arts during the coronavirus crisis will ultimately benefit the
arts.
Key words: Coronavirus, murals, painting, political economics, urban
space.

Much of the world’s attention has been refocused on the
coronavirus. Indeed, it has directed our attention away from
other life and death problems that may determine whether the
human species survive the Twenty-First century: global heating,
nuclear war, political corruption, ethnic-racial conflict, poverty,
etc. That is even to the extent that these issues make it harder for
many to deal with the coronavirus, the issue of the coronavirus
makes it hard to discuss other issues. It may seem that this is an
effect of the mass media centering attention on issues that grab
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headlines. Yet, what is coronavirus doing to artistic space? This is
important because artistic space provides a way to heal the
problems caused by the mass media and the socially destructive
politics it enables.1 In this essay, I argue that coronavirus is
placing itself at the center of global artistic perception and
turning artistic spaces into forums on the coronavirus in ways
that potentially destroy the possibility of future artistic
expression. I am using a rather broad definition of art to include
two-dimensional and three-dimensional arts, cinema, theatre,
music, culinary arts, and literary arts, all of which depend on
communities in space to thrive.
Coronavirus substitutes the quarantine for the original
context of the artwork.2 For example, an article in The Guardian
argued that Edward Hopper was now the artist of the age of
coronavirus. This assertion was made because of the eerie
resemblance of his empty cityscapes and the similarly empty
quarantined cities.3 I do not want to argue that people cannot
think this, however, Hopper was not painting people who were
alone because a virus forced them. Rather, Hopper was painting
the impossible promise of urban life, the faux-social immersion
which people could not deal with. His paintings depicted
aloneness in cities at a time when U.S. cities were centers of
manufacturing.4 Rather than commenting on restricted mobility,
much of Hopper’s work was influenced by tourist spaces—
hotels—and his early-career work as an illustrator for hotelindustry magazines.5 Coronavirus presents people with urban
space sans this illusion of social immersion where they could
previously forget our isolation or the possibility of similar relief
from travel. Therefore, coronavirus not only overtakes cities by
spreading death but also the consequences of social-distancing to
prevent infection limits peoples’ ability to understand artwork in
its proper context.
The coronavirus has become subject matter for socially
conscious murals and graffiti. In the Gaza Strip, Palestine a mural
says that protecting people from the coronavirus is saving the
earth (a person with a surgical mask is next to a woman holding a
tree).6 In Dakar, Senegal, RBS CREW who is a “graffiti collective”
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painted murals informing people about what to do to protect
themselves from coronavirus.7 In Moscow, Russia there is a mural
with “fight” written in Russian next to a medical center for
coronavirus survivors.8 While these murals are reassuring and
useful, they only tacitly respond to underlying problems. Climate
change is likely to hit the southern hemispheres first. Israel has
made it difficult to protect Palestinians from the coronavirus.9 In
the United States, coronavirus infects a higher percentage of
African Americans compared with other races.10 It is predicted
that developing countries will soon be hit hard and not have the
resources—nor assistance from wealthy countries—to fight the
coronavirus.11 Therefore, murals and graffiti in spaces of
oppression that have been denied the resources to treat
coronavirus may help oppressed people take self-initiative to
protect themselves,12 but this places the responsibility for ending
the coronavirus on them, rather than those with the resources to
help. Moreover, impoverished people in these areas often cannot
afford to social distance and sometimes do not even have water to
wash their hands. Thus, it may be more an example of something
that a large general segment of the (rich) world colonizing artistic
spaces which could be used more productively to produce
thought about other more pressing issues. If the arts are often
either a means for oppressed people to express themselves or at
least often made by financially marginalized artists, then it seems
cruel that artists should have to use this space to do medical
outreach that was once the fiscal and political responsibility of
governments.
The effect of the coronavirus may be destroying artistic
infrastructure rather than providing a subject matter that makes
artists more relevant to a broader portion of the public. The
coronavirus constricts the actual physical spaces of the arts. For
example, in Japan, instead of forcing corporate headquarters to
telework—thus taking people out of crowded subways and
trains—the Japanese government has urged nightclubs,13 bars,
and live houses and sports gyms to close. People should refrain
from going to these spaces where poor ventilation and loud talk
by many people facilitate the spread of coronavirus.14 Fair
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enough. Good advice. However, packed subway cars are somehow
O.K. As with elsewhere in the world, workers at artistic venues
and other nightclubs cannot earn money during such
quarantines.15 The Japanese media also focused on
neighborhoods where youth culture is strongly expressed such as
Shibuya,16 not how the largely uninterrupted, often crowded
white-collar office work may spread coronavirus. From a more
global perspective, the arts can be seen as creating “rituals” which
create community17 and thus, their loss is no small thing that can
easily be brought back once economies recover from the effects of
coronavirus. Nonetheless, the long-term consequences of
coronavirus for the artworld are hardly an inevitable outcome.
Germany has given 500 million euros to freelancers and artists18
and funding to spaces that support them.19 In sum, the
coronavirus has often facilitated a shutdown of spaces of
creativity but not corporate spaces.
In conclusion, the coronavirus as an issue overtakes and
infects the arts, changing spaces of resistance into spaces of
homogenized and often corporate thought. The issue of the
coronavirus first of all projects itself onto previous artistic
achievements, altering their meaning into medical, not social
terms. Secondly, the issue of the coronavirus projects itself into
oppressed peoples’ physical spaces, the cities and the
neighborhoods they live in, thus masquerading as a public service
message, but making it difficult for other important messages to
be portrayed. While information about the coronavirus is crucial
for people in these areas, official information backed up by solid
medical help and the ability to social distance would be more
helpful. Rather, the art here takes on a neo-liberal, personal
responsibility ethos, not a critique of power. Social distancing,
though necessary, rarely supports artists who cannot work and
venues that provide space for their creativity. In the wake of
emptying city streets, there is a void. The use of space for
business only flows into this void. Thus, the coronavirus enables
neoliberalism to turn artistic spaces into what Henri Lefevre calls
“abstract space,” seen not just by its destruction of what existed
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before, but by its requirement of a “silence of the users” of certain
spaces which people accept without resistance.20
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