
Art Not Oil: shedding light and shadow  

on the oil industry (and beyond) since 2004  
 

 

It may be hard to discern, but thereôs a rumble of resistance to Big 

Oilôs widespread programme of arts sponsorship. Here, Sam Chase dissects 

the anaesthetic effect of cor porate sponsorship, focussing on the 

Londonôs mainstream art world, and the way BP and Shell use that 

sponsorship to buy a ósocial licence to operateô. He also tells the story 

of Art Not Oil from its 2004 origins to the present day, ending with an 

upward g lance into the projectôs future. 
 

Sometimes itôs hard to be an oil company. Charming childrenôs drawings on 

petrol station leaflets about tiger saving and CO2 cutting just arenôt 

enough anymore. BP, Shell and (to a lesser extent here) Exxon, Total, 

Texaco et al have realised that they must stamp their logos onto as many 

unarguably Good Things as they can in order to maintain market share in a 

new, apparently more compassionate consumer age. So in come 

ópartnershipsô with liberal newspapers and sponsorship deals with highly 

respectable cultural institutions such as galleries and museums.  

 

Far ahead of the pack in the rebranding stakes, and exerting a kind of 

stranglehold over Grade A London cultural 

institutions, are Shell and BP. So beginning with 

the latt eré 

 

On July 24th 2000, BP had its old óshieldô logo 

towed away, unveiling instead its shiny new 

flower - like helios logo and óBeyond Petroleumô 

catchphrase. It cost a hefty seven figure sum 

(£4.5m, some say), and catapulted the company into 

the lead in the  race to present a questioning, 

responsible, compassionate oil company, committed 

to moving up and away from dark and dirty crude. 

All spin, of course -  after all, it was promising to pull 5% more oil out 

of the ground every year on the one hand, while dre ssing up in the warm 

rays of solar possibility on the other.  

 

At the same time as its rebrand, BP went into overdrive on the 

sponsorship front. Having taken on sponsorship of the National Portrait 

Galleryôs Portrait Award from another company with reputational issues -  

Imperial Tobacco -  in 1991, the beginning of the 21
st

 century saw BP 

become the leading sponsor of institutions at the top end of Londonôs 

cultural establishment. Now, in 2010, it has relationships with the 

National Portrait Gallery, Science Museum, British Museum, Natural 

History Museum, Royal Opera House, Tate Britain, National Theatre, 

National Maritime Museum, National Gallery and Almeida Theatre. It is 

also staking a great deal on its role in the 2012 Olympics, of which it 

is both Oil and  Gas Partner and a Sustainability Partner, as well as main 

sponsor of the óCultural Olympiadô. (Shell also plays the same 

sophisticated game with its sponsorship of the South Bank (particularly 



the National Theatre and Royal Festival Hall), Natural History  Museum, 

Science Museum and National Maritime Museum.)  

 

Despite the prominence given to corporate sponsors, in 2007 - 8, private 

investment made up approximately 13% of the total income for cultural 

organisations in the UK, that is £686.7 million. Of that, o ver half -  

£382 million -  came from individuals; (source: Arts & Business.) The art 

establishment, many artists, oil companies, politicians and some visitors 

may well tell you that this sort of corporate patronage is a damn good 

thing. óSurely it can only be good for them to channel some of their 

profits into the public good,ô they say. The institutions themselves are 

effusive to the point of obsequiousness in their public statements of 

thanks, pointing with some justification to the drastic cuts in public 

subsidy that have left gaping holes in their budgets.  

 

 

 

So whatôs the problem? (Pt. I)  

óClimate change is claiming 300,000 lives a year and costing the global 

economy $125bn annually, with the damage set to escalate rapidly, 

according to the first study of the immediate effects of global warming. 

A further 300m people around the world are seriously affected by climate 

change through, for instance, malnutrition, disease or by being displaced 

from their homes, according to a report from the Global Humanitar ian 

Forum.ô (Financial Times , 30.5.09).  

When it comes to really addressing the climate crisis, time is 

dangerously short. There is now incontrovertible scientific evidence to 

back the assertion that we as a species are perilously close to 

unleashing a ser ies of climate - related disasters that could make the 

existence of all but a few tenacious óweed speciesô extremely unlikely. 

But even if there was no such thing as such a crisis, we know that life 

for communities and ecosystems unfortunate enough to be per ched on top of 

oil and gas reserves becomes a curse that is more than an enough to 

compel people in the west to act in solidarity with them. So while there 

are compelling reasons of pure self - interest for us to cut the carbon, 

there are also compelling rea sons which spring from both our duty to do 

right by eachother, whoever or wherever we are, and to do right by every 

thing that lives on this planet, which we are all somehow beautifully and 

intricately connected to.  

BP: Burning Planet  

 

* Fossil fuel - induce d climate chaos hit Europe in August 2003, killing tens 

of thousands of mostly older people in record - breaking temperatures. 150,000 

may have died worldwide.  

 

* Beyond Petroleum? 'BP replaces [oil & gas] 2008 production by 121% & aims 

to grow annual output  through to 2020'; (BP Press Release March 2009)  



 

* óBP profits soar 148%ô, 

Guardian , 28.10.08. óOil giant 

BP today beat analysts' 

forecasts as its reported a 

148% surge in third - quarter 

profits to top $10bn (£6.5bn), 

boosted by record oil prices.ô 

 

* óBP and Shell have discussed 

with the government the 

prospect of claiming a stake in 

Iraq's oil reserves in the 

aftermath of war.ô Financial 

Times , 11.3.03.  

 

* In 2007, BP bought 50% of the 

Sunrise oil tar sands field in 

Canada. Tar sands are most 

polluting  

of all the fossil fu els. óCanadian 

wilderness set to be invaded by BP 

in an oil project dubbed ñThe 

biggest environmental crime in 

historyò', Independent, 10.12.07; 

www.tarsandswatch.org  

 

* óExposed: BP, its pipeline, and an environmental time- bombô, 

Indep endent (26.6.04)  on BPôs US- inspired and protected Baku - Tbilisi -

Ceyhan oil & gas pipelines, which will produce over 150m tonnes of CO2 

each year for 40 years, causing untold damage to the worldôs climate; 

baku.org.uk  

Illustration by Jamie Brown; www.jamie - brown.co.uk  

 

* óBP slated for 'systemic lapses', FT, 18.8.05; 15 workers were killed 

and 500 injured in an explosion at BPôs Texas City refinery on March 23
rd

 

2005.  

 

* óBP doubles corporate ad budget in $150m bid for greener imageô, Times , 

28.12.05; BP inv ests less than  

3% of its annual budget in solar & other renewable energy sources, much 

less than it ploughs into advertising and PR like its sponsorship of the 

Olympics, Tate, NPG, NHM etc.  

 

* óBP commands undue influence at the European level and that European 

energy security and environmental protection have been compromised 

through a false perception among decision - makers that what is good for BP 

is also good for the EU.ô  

http://www.corporateeurope.org/climate - and - energy/content/2009/01/bp -

extracting - i nfluence - eu 

 



* BP Solar announced the cutting of 620 jobs in April 2009, in an attempt 

to cut costs by 25% by the end of 2010. It expects to double 

manufacturing and sales this year compared with 2008.  

 

* óOil gushes into Arctic Ocean from BP pipelineô, 265,000 gallons, to be 

more exact. Independent, 21.3.06  
 

Shell sells suicide on the forecourt  
 

* óShell rapped by ASA for 'greenwash' advertô: ñOil company's claim that 

its work in Alberta's tar sands was 'sustainable' is branded 'misleading' 

by Advertising Standards Authorityò, (Guardian , 13.8.08); 

www.carbonweb.org  

 

* In the 3
rd

 quarter of 2008, Shell made £72m per day.  

 

* Shellôs planned refinery/pipeline project in NW Ireland, threatens a 

pristine ecosystem, not to mention the 

homes and livelihoods of th e 

inhabitants. A spirited local campaign 

is resisting the project; 

www.corribsos.com  
 

* óPentagon Hands Iraq Oil Deal to 

Shellô, www.alternet.org, 2.10.08  

 

* Shell is poised to drill in the 

newly - melted waters of the Chukchi Sea 

off Alaska; óAlaska's drilling debate 

moves offshoreô, LA Times, 24.4.09.  

See also www. subhankarbanerjee.org  

 

* óShell Ordered to Stop Wasteful, 

Poisonous Gas Flaring in Nigeriaô, 

(though it is fighting tooth and nail 

to slow down the process); 

www.commondreams.org/headlines05/1115 -

02.htm, 15.11.05. 2009 saw Shell 

settle out of court for its complicity 

in the execution of Ken Saro - Wiwa and 

8 others in the Niger Delta in 1995; 

www.shellguilty.com; www.wiwavshell.org  

 

* Lastly, Shellôs Sakhalin development in Russia is threatening the 

survival of the Western Pacific Grey Whale; www.pacificenvironment.org  
Photo:  Adrian Arbib; www.arbib.org  

 

 

Yet, in the face of all this damning evidence, Shell and BP are still 

often regarded as good companies. They still possess their ósocial 

licence to  operateô. 



 

Big Oilôs ósocial licence to operateô 

 

Taking BPôs relationship with the National Portrait Gallery (NPG) as a 

case study, itôs worth beginning in the 1980s, throughout which the NPGôs 

Portrait Award was sponsored by Imperial Tobacco. Initially,  all was 

well, but the NPG gradually realised that its reputation was taking on 

water through its association with cancer sticks. The galleryôs provision 

of part of Imperialôs ósocial licenceô was finally withdrawn in 1992 with 

a half - hearted retrospective  of its tenure.  

 

 
óWinner of the Lung Slayer Awardô: This portrait, of a 34- year - old man with 

emphysema, was a rejected entry in the 1984 John Player Portrait Award 

(formerly the Imperial Tobacco Portrait Award), National Portrait Gallery, 

London. An alt ernative exhibition was held on the footpath outside the gallery;  

http://www.medfac.usyd.edu.au/museum/mwmuseum/index.php/Chapman,_Simon_Fenton  

 

The NPG had, in  effect, been allowing Imperial Tobacco to maintain the 

unlikely illusion of its wholesome corporate character. Then it offered 

this service to BP for a few thousand pounds a year, a fraction of the 

oil giantôs overall PR budget, and for this amount BP had its logo 

displayed as bold as brass on a poster advertising an apparently 

unarguable social and cultural good. BP has provided sponsorship of £1.25 

million over the period 2006 - 11, with additional support (approximately 

34- 40%) for events and marketing. T he contract  for BP sponsorship is 

scheduled for renewal in 2011 (as it is with Tate Britain) and 

http://www.medfac.usyd.edu.au/museum/mwmuseum/index.php/Chapman,_Simon_Fenton


negotiations will commence in 2010. Up in the BP boardroom, where thereôs 

really no need to massage the truth with greenwash oil, they must have 

been delighted  at the bargain theyôd pulled off, since without such 

reputational assistance, the company could possibly and very swiftly go 

the way of BNFL, Monsanto or Exxon in terms of public disaffection.  

 

The NPGôs image enhancement is invaluable in delaying the moment when 

people who are increasingly worried and angry about the state of the 

planet finally take action. As such, BP sponsorship acts as a dangerous 

and duplicitous form of social control ï a control that is making 

ecological collapse ever - harder to avoid . It is of course true that oil 

is woven into all levels of western life. Itôs also true that as one of 

Britainôs biggest companies, BP is in almost every pension fund and 

investment portfolio. So it's hardly surprising if people feel perplexed 

or hypocrit ical when they feel moved to act against it, but if we leave 

the shift away from fossil fuels to those who never used them, surely 

nothing will change for the better?  

 

Whatôs the problem? Pt. II ï cash in, freedom of expression out  

 

The paintings that are chosen as Portrait Award finalists often pack an 

emotional punch. Disappointingly, winners often go on to paint figures 

from Britainôs ruling class, following a time- honoured tradition. BP and 

Shell support institutions that are embedded in the British est ablishment 

ï solid institutions that may foster challenging art, but rarely 

challenge the status quo, let alone agitate for a fundamental 

transformation of it. These institutions are managed mostly by white men, 

and governed by often government - appointed T rustees (again mostly white 

men) from business and the aristocracy, as well as a few artists who may 

be political on some level, but who can be counted on not to rock the 

boat.  

 

Case study: Lord Kerr of Kinlochard  

 

* Director of the National Gallery, Lond on since 2002  

 

* Deputy Chairman of Royal Dutch Shell plc since 2005  

 

* Shell is a óCorporate Benefactorô of the National Gallery 

 

* Shell is a óDiamond Levelô (Ã30,000p.a.) Corporate Member of 

the Natural History Museum, and sponsored the Wildlife 

Photogr apher of the Year exhibition 2007 - 8.  
 

* Director of mining giant Rio Tinto since 2003  

Rio Tinto is an óEmerald Levelô (Ã15,000p.a.) Corporate Member of 

the Natural History Museum  

 

* Director of The Scottish American Investment Trust plc since 

2002  

* Chairm an of the Court and Council of Imperial College, London (which supplies        

                                                   more graduates to the oil industry 

than almost any other college) since 2005  

 

There have always been artists prepared to stand  their ground and produce 

work that challenges the status quo, such as Goya, Diego Rivera, Judy 



Chicago and Guillermo Gomez Pena . However, those with the power -  from 

the church, through kings, queens and industrialists to todayôs corporate 

patrons and spo nsors -  have been the major employers of artists for 

centuries.  It follows that the artist in this system has to bend to 

fulfil the employer's needs. Fair enough, perhaps ï after all, she has to 

eat. But what if hidden within that patronage and sponsorshi p is a cancer 

of censorship?  

 

Since Margaret Thatcher demanded that the arts earn a living or die, 

corporate sponsorship has ballooned, fostered by organisations such as 

Arts & Business. We are now immersed a supercharged neoliberal era where 

the public a nd the private are blurring into a grey murk. The pragmatists 

in the cultural strongholds might say 'this situation was triggered by 

tough government cuts -  it's bite the bullet time: you either take 

corporate cash, or you shut galleries.' And who are the keenest 

corporations camping out at the front of the queue? Well, the more you 

have to hide, the more cash you set aside for sponsorship, so that means 

the least loved of the FTSE blue chippers: Big Oil, Big Pharma and banks 

as well as little known financi al services and other companies trying to 

inflate their public profiles. And they all love having somewhere fabcy 

to take their clients for drinks. Clearly, any real solution to this 

situation is going to be impossible without deep systemic change.  

Sponsor ship has now t aken its 

place happily alongside many 

other aspects of British life 

that have been fundamentally 

altered with next to no debate 

or action. Take a bow CCTV, 

advertising everywhere, 

innumerable pieces of 

repressive legislation, 

privatisation, PFI 

and many more. So how shall 

we take action against 

something as pervasive, 

amorphous and poisonous to the 

human spirit as the 

commodification of art, of knowledge, of public space, of giving a damn 

about our collective future and the ecological 

crisis we're all facing?  

 

 Research carried out by Chin - tao Wu for her 

invaluable book Privatising Culture found that 

corporations exert a quiet control when buying 

as well as sponsoring art. And it doesnôt seem 

too much of a leap to conclude that artists 

seekin g mainstream success are likely to create 

work that, while sometimes being óshockingô in 

the sense of being violent or sexually explicit, 

never really bites the corporate hand that feeds 

it. Of course, there are still those who take 

great pleasure in bitin g the well - manicured 



corporate hand, but they entertain no illusions about becoming a big 

wheel in the art whirl. Then there is an exception to prove the rule: 

artist Hans Haacke, whose óincisive, unflinchingly political works expose 

systems of power and i nfluence and often court controversyô, says the 

(BP- sponsored) Tate. óWhile many of his works have examined the ethics of 

multinational corporations he has equally turned his attention to power 

relations in the art world itself.ô 

 

When we first dipped our toe in unknown curatorial waters in 2004, we had 

little idea of the breadth and breathtaking quality of a great deal 

(though definitely not all) of Londonôs ï and the worldôs ï politicised 

and ecologised art. What we did know was that it would be dead bori ng 

just to say óno to oil sponsorshipô (and óno to capitalism, while youôre 

at itô) without somehow bringing our own fiery, scattershot, luminous, 

chaotic creativity to the partyé 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Art Not Oil: whatôs occurred 
 

This story is perhaps best begun in 20 00, when a coalition of 

international groups and individuals gathered in The Hague with the 

intention of disrupting the (what it saw as) dangerously corporatised UN -

climate negotiations, and also of kickstarting a global direct action -

based movement for cl imate justice. Soon after that, London Rising Tide 

(LRT) came to be, being a post - oil, post - capitalism, direct action -

favouring bunch of wishful thinkers. LRT decided that of the myriad 

climate criminals based in Carbon Town, BP would be the primary target . 

After all, the company was threatening to build enormous gas and oil 

pipelines through Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey (see BP box, above) , and 

an inspirationally diverse alliance had come together to fight those 

plans. Gradually, taunted by posters in th e tube flaunting BPôs 

sponsorship of the National 

Portrait Galleryôs Portrait 

Award, and inspired by the 

invaluable research and 

analysis of PLATFORM, LRT 

started to focus on oil 

sponsorship.  

 

LRT began to stick to BP 

like a leech, or rather, to 

stick lee chlike to those 

companies and institutions 

satelliting around the 

mothership that is BP. The 



theory goes like this: BP is Britain's biggest company. It's well -

resourced, well - respected and its employees are mostly ridiculously loyal 

(considering the amount  of lay - offs they've had to put up with). Those 

that orbit around it, though, are often smaller, more vulnerable either 

economically or in terms of public relations, and its employees are more 

liable to be receptive to our worldview (especially if we prese nt it 

accessibly and non - judgementally).  

 Pic: London Rising Tide at the NPG, June 2003, (note natty banner - matching 

picture frames!   

 
PLATFORMôs innovative Carbon Web ; www.carbonweb.org  

 

 

LRT 'celebrated' BP's Annual General Meeting (AGM) in 2003 by hold ing a 

óCarnival Against Oil Wars and Climate Chaosô and alternative AGM 

outside. Several concerned members of the public also entered the meeting 

in order to make absolutely sure their concerns hadn't been swamped by 

the mile high tide of greenwash that ha d engulfed the Oil Festival Hall 

(OFH) for the day.  



 
Lead banner at LRTôs óCarnival Against Oil Wars and Climate Chaosô, RFH, 

24.4.03  

 

 
The Royal Festival Hall rebranded, (2005)  

 

 

 

The main event of 2004 was 'Greenwash or Us: the 1st Annual Exhibition of  

Resistance to Big Oil and the Corporate Hijacking of 'the Arts''. This 

was a squatted Camden (50 Chalk Farm Road, to be exact) shop, transformed 

into an 'art not oil' exhibition of paintings, photographs and sculptures 

to coincide with the BP - sponsored Na tional Portrait Award, held at the 

National Portrait Gallery (NPG) in June.  



 

 
óGreenwash or Usô (aka ANO Mk I) exhibition, Chalk Farm Road, summer 2004 

 
Inside of first Art Not Oil leaflet, (designed by UHC; www.uhc.org.uk)  

 

As well as collaborating wit h local people to run the thriving Camden 

space well into the autumn with an exhibition, infopoint, cinema, party 



and workshop events, there was also a blockade of the front entrance on 

the night of the ceremony to announce the winner of the Portrait Award :  

 

 
LRT blockades NPG, June 2004  

 

The art establishment cold - shouldered 

the Chalk Farm exhibition, but that 

didnôt prevent it from being a real 

success, thanks to the creativity and 

hard work of Londonôs grassroots 

scene. Not only was it a real 

communit y resource, several amazing 

art works were lent to the exhibition 

or made especially for it. Media 

coverage was (conspiratorially?) 

sporadic, apart from a very tasty 

piece in the Financial Times  which 

signed off with this paragraph: 'Pride 

of place goes to  a portrait showing 

[then BP - boss] Lord Browne's "benign 

mask" slipping to reveal "a satanic 

look". Organisers claimed the artwork 

"paints a true portrait of an oil 

company".'  

 

On September 21st 2004, LRT was 

present with banner and critical 

leaflets at an  evening reception for 

teachers at the Science Museumôs BP-

sponsored óEnergy ï Fuelling the 

Futureô exhibition. (The exhibition 

contained plenty of propaganda about our supposed óenergy needsô, not to 

mention an online game where óEnergy Ninjasô smash a hippyôs guitar and 

give him a black eye for lighting a camp fire in a forest.) During these 

years there were also banner - led visits to Tate Britain and the British 




