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Chapter 1

A zone of freedom?

Think first of the use contemporary artists make of human bodies:
hair teased into patterns that form Chinese characters, or woven
into a rug, or plucked from the artist’s body to be inserted into a
diminutive waxwork rendition of the corpse of the artist’s father;
blood let drip from self-inflicted wounds onto canvas, or made into a
self-portrait bust; marks made on drawings – or over crucifixes – by
ejaculating over them; cosmetic surgery undergone as performance
art; human ears grown in Petri dishes; a baby’s corpse cooked and
(apparently) eaten. Contemporary art seems to exist in a zone of
freedom, set apart from the mundane and functional character of
everyday life, and from its rules and conventions. In that zone,
alongside quieter contemplation and intellectual play, there
flourishes a strange mix of carnival novelty, barbaric transgressions
of morals, and offences against systems of belief. Discussion of
contemporary art, ranging from specialist journal to tabloid
column, encompasses respectful exegesis, complex philosophical
diversions, fawning publicity, and finally denunciation, ridicule,
and dismissal. Yet this familiar scene – how old and established is
art’s rule-breaking, and how routine are the recommendations and
condemnations – masks significant recent change.

Some of this change has been driven by art’s internal concerns,
while some is a response to broader economic and political
transformation. At first sight there seems to be no system against
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which art is currently more differentiated than the global neoliberal
economy, founded on the ideal if not the practice of free trade. The
economy functions strictly and instrumentally according to iron
conventions, imposed unequally on nations by the great
transnational economic bodies; it establishes hierarchies of wealth
and power; it enforces on the vast majority of the world’s
inhabitants a timetabled and regulated working life, while
consoling them with visions of cinematic lives given meaning
through adventure and coherent narrative (in which heroes make
their lives free precisely by breaking the rules), and with plaintive
songs of rebellion or love. This is the nerve pressed on by Jonathan
Richman’s deceptively saccharine song, Government Center. Here
are some of the lyrics:

We gotta rock at the Government Center

to make the secretaries feel better

when they put the stamps on the letter . . .

The song ends with the dinging of a typewriter bell. It tells its
listeners what pop songs are (mostly) for.

Art appears to stand outside this realm of rigid instrumentality,
bureaucratized life, and its complementary mass culture. That it
can do so is due to art’s peculiar economy, based on the
manufacture of unique or rare artefacts, and its spurning of
mechanical reproduction. Artists and dealers even artificially
constrain the production of works made in reproducible media,
with limited-edition books, photographs, videos, or CDs. This small
world – which when seen from the inside appears autonomous, a
micro-economy governed by the actions of a few important
collectors, dealers, critics, and curators – produces art’s freedom
from the market for mass culture. To state the obvious, Bill Viola’s
videos are not play-tested against target audiences in the Midwest,
nor are producers forced on art bands like Owada to ensure that
their sound will play inoffensively in shops or appeal to a core
market of 11-year-old girls. So this cultural enclave is protected
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from vulgar commercial pressures, permitting free play with
materials and symbols, along with the standardized breaking of
convention and taboo.

The freedom of art is more than an ideal. If, despite the small
chance of success, the profession of artist is so popular, it is because
it offers the prospect of a labour that is apparently free of narrow
specialization, allowing artists, like heroes in the movies, to
endow work and life with their own meanings. Equally for the
viewers of art, there is a corresponding freedom in appreciating the
purposeless play of ideas and forms, not in slavishly attempting to
divine artists’ intentions, but in allowing the work to elicit thoughts
and sensations that connect with their own experiences. The
wealthy buy themselves participation in this free zone through
ownership and patronage, and they are buying something genuinely
valuable; the state ensures that a wider public has at least the
opportunity to breathe for a while the scent of freedom that works
of art emit.

Yet there are reasons to wonder whether free trade and free art are
as antithetical as they seem. Firstly, the economy of art closely
reflects the economy of finance capital. In a recent analysis of the
meaning of cultural dominance, Donald Sassoon explored patterns
of import and export of novels, opera, and film in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Culturally dominant states have abundant
local production that meets the demands of their home markets,
importing little and successfully exporting much. In the nineteenth
century, France and Britain were the dominant literary powers. The
US is now by far the most dominant cultural state, exporting its
products globally while importing very little. As Sassoon points out,
this does not mean that everyone consumes American culture, just
that most of the culture that circulates across national boundaries is
American.

Sassoon rules fine art out of his account on the sensible grounds
that it has no mass market. It is hard to read trade figures for signs
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of cultural dominance in a system that is thoroughly cosmopolitan,
so that you may have a German collector buying through a British
dealer the work of a Chinese artist resident in the US. We can,
however, get an idea of the volume of trade in each nation, and,
given the high proportion of international trade in the art market,
this does give an indication of global hegemony. Here there are
striking parallels with the distribution of financial power. It is
hardly surprising that the US is dominant, accounting for a little
less than a half of all global art sales; Europe accounts for much of
the rest, with the UK taking as its share around a half of that. Art
prices and the volume of art sales tend to match the stock markets
closely, and it is no accident that the world’s major financial centres
are also the principal centres for the sale of art. To raise this parallel
is to see art not only as a zone of purposeless free play but as a minor
speculative market in which art works are used for a variety of
instrumental purposes, including investment, tax avoidance, and
money laundering.

Secondly, and to banish such crude economic considerations from
the minds of its viewers, contemporary art must continually display
the signs of its freedom and distinction, by marking off its
productions from those vulgarized by mass production and mass
appeal. It can make a virtue of obscurity or even boredom to the
point that these become conventions in themselves. Its lack of
sentimentality is a negative image of the sweet fantasies and happy
endings peddled in pop songs, cinema, and television. In its dark
explorations of the human psyche, of which the worst is generally
assumed, it appears to hold out no consolation. Yet, naturally, all of
this ends up being somewhat consoling, for out of the negativity
quite another message emerges: that such a zone of freedom, and
free critique, can be maintained by the instrumental system of
capitalism.

Thirdly, and most dangerously for the ideal of unpolluted cultural
freedom, it is possible to see free trade and free art not as opposing
terms but rather as forming respectively a dominant system and its
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supplement. The supplement may appear to be an inessential extra
but (in Jacques Derrida’s celebrated analysis) nevertheless, like the
afterword to a book or footnotes to an essay, has a role in its
completion and shares its fundamental character. Free art has a
disavowed affinity with free trade, and the supplementary minor
practice is important to the operation of the major one. So the
tireless shuffling and combining of tokens in contemporary art in its
quest for novelty and provocation (to take some recent examples,
sharks and vitrines, paint and dung, boats and modernist sculpture,
oval billiard tables) closely reflect the arresting combinations of
elements in advertising, and the two feed off each other incessantly.
As in the parade of products in mass culture, forms and signs are
mixed and matched, as if every element of culture was an
exchangeable token, as tradable as a dollar. The daring novelty of
free art – in its continual breaking with conventions – is only a pale
rendition of the continual evaporation of certainties produced by
capital itself, which tears up all resistance to the unrestricted flow
across the globe of funds, data, products, and finally the bodies of
millions of migrants. As Marx put it a century-and-a-half ago, in a
passage of striking contemporary force:

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of

production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication,

draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The

cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it

batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’

intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all

nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of

production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation

into their midst . . . In one word, it creates a world after its own

image.

It is not merely national barriers that are demolished. Continual
innovation in industry and culture dissolves old structures,
traditions, and attachments, so that in Marx’s famous phrase, ‘All
that is solid melts into air . . . ’
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We shall see that there are many artists who in differing degrees
critically examine the affinity between contemporary art and
capital. Yet in the general run of art-world statements – particularly
in those destined for the public rather than specialists – that affinity
is invisible. Anyone who reads much about contemporary art will
have frequently come across some version of the following mantra:
this work of art/this artist’s work/the art scene as a whole
transcends rational understanding, pitching the viewer into a state
of trembling uncertainty in which all normal categories have
slipped away, opening a vertiginous window onto the infinite, some
traumatic wound normally sutured by reason, or onto the void.
According to this standard view, art works are only incidentally
products that are made, purchased, and displayed, being centrally
the airy vehicles of ideas and emotions, the sometimes stern,
sometimes gentle taskmasters of self-realization.

In The Rules of Art, an exceptional analysis of French literature in
the second half of the nineteenth century, Pierre Bourdieu traces
the social conditions for the emergence of an autonomous art, free
of the demands of religion, private patrons, and the state. He notes
the survival of this belief – that art is inexplicable – born at that
time, into the present:

I would simply ask why so many critics, so many writers, so many

philosophers take such satisfaction in professing that the experience

of a work of art is ineffable, that it escapes by definition all rational

understanding; why are they so eager to concede without a struggle

the defeat of knowledge; and where does their irrepressible need to

belittle rational understanding come from, this rage to affirm the

irreducibility of the work of art, or, to use a more suitable word, its

transcendence. (p. xiv)

Today art is supposed to have passed into a different epoch, far
removed from the first flush of avant-garde activity in the work
of Flaubert and Courbet, and its evolving devotion to art for art’s
sake. Beginning in the mid-1970s, and with increasing force,
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postmodernism was meant to have swept such concerns aside,
challenging the category of high art itself, or at least delighting in its
pollution by myriad cultural forms. So we start with a curiosity: that
in the visual arts today those old notions of art’s ineffability, touched
more with mysticism than analysis, still thrive.

This continued insistence on the unknowability of art is all the
more strange because it has been accompanied recently by some
transparently instrumental art practices. Since we cannot know
what we cannot know, this mantra about the impenetrability of the
realm of art stands out as naked propaganda. The uses to which art
is put, and the identity of those who use it, are often far from
mysterious. Since the fall of Eastern European Communism and the
emergence of capitalism as a truly global system, these uses have
become both more advanced and more evident.

Beyond the Cold War
The global events of 1989 and after – the reunification of Germany,
the fragmentation of the Soviet Union, the rise of global trade
agreements, the consolidation of trading blocs, and the
transformation of China into a partially capitalist economy –
changed the character of the art world profoundly. Ever since the
capital of the arts switched from Paris to New York following the
Second World War, the art world had, after all, been structured on
the Cold War division of East and West. The state-supported high
art of each bloc was a negative image of the other: if the art of the
East had to conform to and represent a specific ideology and have a
definite social use, then the art of the West must be apparently free
of any such direction, and attain perfect uselessness. If the art of the
East celebrated the achievements of humanity, and particularly of
socialist Man, then the art of the West must focus on humanity’s
limits, failures, and cruelties (all the while holding out the hope that
art itself, in its very excavation of these troubles, may be an
achievement in itself ). With the fading of this antagonism (slowly
under glasnost and then swiftly as the regimes of the East
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imploded), and with the much-trumpeted triumph of capitalism
(the establishment of a ‘new world order’ in which the US was the
only superpower) the art world swiftly reconfigured itself. As we
shall see, a rash of art events peppered the globe, while artists of
many nations, ethnicities, and cultures, long ignored in the West,
were borne to critical and commercial success.

The shift was prepared for by postmodern critique which, in a
complex series of theoretical moves, affirmed what the market had
slowly sanctioned, unveiling the white male ‘genius’ skulking
behind the universalist façade of high culture. Feminists challenged
the male dominance of the art world, doing much to reformulate
the very standards of judgement that had assured women’s
exclusion. The action of ethnic others took longer, and in the US, as
we shall see, was attended by furious controversy.

The rise of the prominent multicultural exhibition exactly coincides
with the end of the Cold War, with two shows, planned in the years of
glasnost, breaking the institutional white monopoly in London and
Paris: the Pompidou’s Magiciens de la Terre, and the Hayward
Gallery’s The Other Story, both of 1989. Each was controversial and,
as first forays into this area, necessarily partial. Magiciens de la
Terre, in particular, was criticized for exoticizing Third World
artists, an attitude expressed in its very title. Nevertheless, it was the
first major exhibition in a metropolitan art-world centre to show
contemporary First World and Third World art together on an
equal footing. Rasheed Araeen fought against the indifference and
condescension of the British art elite to produce The Other Story,
which for the first time showed black and Asian British artists in a
prominent public space. These exhibitions achieved a new visibility
for contemporary artists of colour. And both – despite the fears of
Araeen, who after years of marginalization rightly worried that his
show might be no more than an isolated ‘curiosity’ in the white-out
– proved to be heralds of a system under which non-white artists
would no longer need complain of invisibility, and had to start
worrying instead about the type of attention they were receiving.
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Following the end of the Cold War, the global consolidation of an
unrestrained type of capitalism, dubbed ‘neoliberalism’, also
coincided with this flush of colour to the art world’s cheeks. Under
neoliberalism, the language of free trade is spoken but the global
regulatory bodies (the World Bank, the IMF, and the WTO) enforce
rules that protect industries and agriculture in wealthy nations
while opening fragile economies to unregulated trade (including the
dumping of below-cost goods), privatization, and the dismantling of
welfare provision. The general results across the globe are low
wages, insecure employment, high unemployment, and the
weakening of unions. This system, and its catastrophic
consequences for the weakest nations, has recently been plotted by
ex-World Bank economist, Joseph Stiglitz, who shows, for example,
how the IMF and the World Bank produced or exacerbated crises in
Russia, East Asia, and elsewhere with grave and frequently lethal
results for their inhabitants. Yet, despite the wealth that flows to
transnational corporations – and, as we shall see, thus to the art
world – the greatest effect on art has not been on its economy but its
rhetoric. A loud chorus of voices has been heard praising the
demolition of cultural barriers that accompanies the supposed
destruction of barriers to trade, and the glorious cultural mixing
that results. In this the art world is hardly alone, for a wave of
enthusiasm for globalization swept through the discourses of
economics and politics, along with the humanities, from academic
conference to liberal newspaper. The logic of such talk has been
analytically skewered by Justin Rosenberg, who has shown the
incoherence that emerges from analyses that purport to use the
abstract qualities of space and time as the prime movers in social
theory, replacing the parameters of economic, political, and military
power, with results that are often vague or merely rhetorical. In the
art world, the ferment of talk about globalization has often been
quite as slack and ubiquitous.

While the art world has taken up the politically liberal aspect of this
rhetoric, in particular recommending the benefits of cultural
mixing or hybridity, the overall vision behind it – the dream of
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global capital – has been thoroughly and swiftly reflected there. Art
discourse, institutions, and works have changed rapidly as a result.
Throughout the 1990s biennials and other art events were founded
across the globe, while cities built new museums of contemporary
art, or expanded old ones. The activities of these museums became
steadily more commercial as they adopted corporate ideals,
establishing alliances with business, bringing their products closer
to commercial culture, and modelling themselves less on libraries
than shops and theme parks. At the same time, contemporary art
has moved into closer contact with selected elements of a mass
culture that has become so pervasive that this turn is sometimes
confused with a new engagement with the ‘real’ or ‘real life’. Art
stars have long been celebrities, but now the art scene as a whole is
treated much like fashion or pop, and even its minor players appear
in the organs devoted to tracking the orbits of the celestial bodies.
In particular, art and fashion have increasingly been seen hand-in-
hand, as the cult of youth that has enveloped culture as a whole also
saturated the art world.

This account will often take the period since 1989 as if it were a
unitary whole so that we may more clearly examine the structure of
the art world and its products, but we should also touch upon some
of the important changes associated with globalization that have
transformed contemporary art. These are the linked issues of
politicized art in the US, the economic cycle, and a transformation
in the standard form of contemporary art display.

Culture Wars
In the US, contemporary art, particularly photography and
performance, were at the centre of a political battle over central
government funding of the arts. It was sparked by the showing in
state-subsidized venues of works which could be read as obscene or
blasphemous. In 1989, before his fellow senators, Alphonse
d’Amato tore up a reproduction of Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ, a
photograph of a mass-produced crucifix immersed in the artist’s
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urine. In 1990, for exhibiting Robert Mapplethorpe’s exhibition,
The Perfect Moment, Dennis Barrie, director of the Cincinnati
Contemporary Arts Center, found himself in the dock on charges of
violating obscenity laws. The show had included depictions, in
Mapplethorpe’s highly aestheticized black-and-white photographs,
of gay sex, sadomasochism, and the results of the artist’s long quest
for the perfect (black) dick. Barrie was acquitted, though the
defence was reduced to arguing that the photographs were art, and
not pornography, because they could be enjoyed formally. These
works and others were used as the basis for a Republican attack on
the National Endowment for the Arts, the federal source of arts
funding in the US. The attack was partly successful, substantially
reducing the already modest sum at the NEA’s disposal and, despite
furious political controversy, eventually cowing opposition and
contributing towards producing a more quiescent scene. As
Douglas Davis has pointed out in a fine and detailed account of the
Clinton administration’s record on the arts, their strategy in the face
of continued conservative attacks was defensive and limited, and
certainly did not extend to any explicit support for the visual arts.
The result was further politically motivated cutting of the NEA
budget.

Conservative anger was directed at depictions and performances
that celebrated gay sexuality, or objected to government inaction
over AIDS, or openly displayed black bodies and sexuality. While
such works were openly reviled, with a rage that laid bare the
racism and homophobia of much of the US political landscape, the
attack was also extended to political works as such, and particularly
to the entire exploration of racism in art. In 1994, the Whitney’s
Black Male exhibition, curated by Thelma Golden, was the subject
of particular controversy, due to its many depictions of naked
bodies in an explicitly political show that took on the white
establishment’s fear and subjection of black men. One piece that
tellingly condensed the concerns of the show was Mel Chin’s Night
Rap, a police nightstick, the side-handle of which was shaped into
an erect penis. 
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