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EVASIONS
“One always tries to 
play an evasive 
strategy, you’re al-
ways popping up in 
some place that is 
not quite absorbable 
at the moment. It is 
a conversion of the 
power of shock. 
Artists have a ten-
dency to identify an 
opposition. There’s a lot of crap, everywhere and 
all the time, I think that one just has to play stra-
tegic games” – Martha Rosler, panel discussion, 
art berlin contemporary book fair, September 2013.

 I 
A NEW BUBBLE

Seeing art that doesn’t fit the confines of the 
market these days is quite easy – just wander 
down to the project spaces in the Berlin districts 
of Kreuzberg, Neukölln and beyond. Makeshift 
installations share space with performance rem-
nants, art supper clubs and 24-hour pop-up 
exhibitions. In the German capital one can gain 
the impression that art is there to be seen, 
touched and eaten, but not sold, and that there 
is still the possibility of vanguard spaces and 
niches. Art pour l’art, then – just the way the 
Modernist pioneers intended it.

But an EasyJet flight to Art Basel in June 
reverses the impression. Slick dealers rub shoul-
ders with Gucci-clad collectors, Kanye West 
performs, and everyone has the hot new artist’s 
name on their lips, whoever they may be: ce-
lebrity-meets-fashion-meets-art in one hot 
champagne-fuelled bubble, and the apotheosis 
of Warhol’s dream of business art and celeb-
rity culture. 

Art is officially hip, spectacular and, in more 
ways than one, “money”: everyone wants a 

piece of the action, from pop stars to rappers 
to film stars and, of course, running not far 
behind, the assorted coterie of investment bank-
ers, hedge fund managers and venture capital-
ists. Karl Lagerfeld had his models wield port-
folios on the catwalk for Chanel’s SS14 show, 
while in a seemingly epochal event at New 
York’s Pace Gallery Jay Z commandeered per-
formance artist Marina Abramović and a myr-
iad of other art-world luminaries (Diana 
Widmaier Picasso, painter George Condo, 
critic Jerry Saltz and so on) for his six-hour 
“Picasso Baby” performance. The song itself 
was either a critique of the racism inherent in 
the art establishment, or yet another roll-call 
of hip-hop tropes, depending on your point of 
view, name-checking art world institutions from 
Picasso to Art Basel and the MoMA:

“Oh, what a feeling, fuck it, I want a billion /
Jeff Koons balloons, I just wanna blow up /
Condos in my condos, I wanna row of / Christie’s 
with my missy, live at the MoMA / Bacons and 
turkey bacons, smell the aroma”

…the hip-hop mogul intoned, circling  
Condo and others. For the online magazine 
Hyperallergic, this moment marked “the death 
of performance art”; for others, including auc-
tioneer Simon de Pury, it heralded the beginning 
of a new era. De Pury wrote that protagonists 
such as Kanye West (who has compared himself 
to Picasso on occasion) were effecting a 

“rapprochement” 
between the art 
world and other art 
forms including 
hip-hop and fash-
ion, in new and 
refreshing ways. 

Collaborations 
between artists, 
designers and mu-
sicians are hardly 
new, from Picasso’s 
work  wi th  the 
Ballets Russes to 

Warhol’s machinations with the Velvet 
Underground. Nor is the concept of the artist 
as celebrity particularly novel: since the 1980s 
Warhol’s “in the future, everyone will be famous 
for 15 minutes” pensée has expanded to include 
artists, curators, critics and dealers, as Jay Z’s 
video suggested.

But while earlier collaborative efforts were 
firmly focused on creating novel forms of art, 
contemporary collaborations have a different 
focus and the newness of the art created is of 
little concern. What was the net outcome of 
“Picasso Baby” in artistic terms other than the 
brief moment in which Marina Abramović and 
Jay Z paced around each other, an interactive 
reprise of Abramović’s MoMA piece “The Artist 
is Present”? Which boundaries were crossed, 
lines redrawn and new genres fomented? From 
one perspective, what takes centre stage in these 
collaborations is the mutual congratulation of 
having been in the right place at the right time 
to participate in this mega-event – a symptom, 
if you will, of contemporary event-driven ce-
lebrity culture, and part of the “experience 
economy”.

If “Picasso Baby” was meant to be the mo-
ment when “Pop Music Stopped Ripping Off 
High Art, Starts Trying to Become High Art” 
as the website Flavorwire ventured, then it also 
should be judged within the terms of high art. 
And here, as with many recent celebrity / art 
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couplings, it failed, not because of 
some inherent incommensurability 
between “high” art and more popu-
lar practices, but because in terms 
of introducing novel ways of mak-
ing art, nothing new was created. Instead, what 
happened was that the “art” just became an-
other element of the entertainment complex. 

Have strategies to counteract this spectacu-
larisation – and turn to celebrity culture – run 
aground? In the 1980s artists such as Daniel 
Buren, Hans Haacke, Martha Rosler, Andrea 
Fraser and Michael Asher succeeded in drawing 
attention to housing scandals, worker exploita-
tion and corporate corruption at the same time 
as pioneering novel artistic practices. They 
utilised the works of writers including Fredric 
Jameson, Jean-François Lyotard, Guy Debord 
and Jean Baudrillard in their criticism of the 
postmodern condition, the incursion of capital-
ism into every sphere of human existence, with 
its attendant spectacularisation and alienation 
of human experience. Today, however, their 
texts are reflexively cited in MFA heses and 

articles (such as this one), and are 
so mainstream as to have lost much 
of their critical bite. 

Critique has thus become a trope, 
a gesture like any other, with seem-

ingly little or no effect on audiences or prac-
tices. The philosopher Bruno Latour asked in 
a 2004 article for the journal Critical Enquiry: 
“Are we [academics] not like those mechanical 
toys that endlessly make the same gesture when 
everything else has changed around them?” 

In the talk launching her “Culture Class” 
book at abc Martha Rosler, for one, appeared 
to acknowledge this loss of power, when she 
noted that  “…there is no place you can be so 
critical of financial capitalism as the art world 
and not be sent to jail or arrested, because bour-
geois culture always absorbs elements of crit-
icality, puts its own brand on it and turns them 
into objects.” Social art practices have simi-
larly run aground. While Rirkrit Tiravanija’s 
practice of communal cooking once provided 
an original way for gallery visitors to interact 
and talk about art, this has in turn become yet 

another experience for the cognoscenti to con-
sume: at this year’s Venice Biennale press-and-
VIP opening the Hotel Bauer hosted Tiravanija’s 
cooking sessions with price tags of €50 and 
€100 per person for lunch or dinner respec-
tively. 

When the must-have artwork becomes the 
must-have experience, the critical potential of a 
practice is eroded from within. Critique has 
taken a knocking, and its potential for sustaining 
an alternative space has vanished. Or has it?

1I 
 tHE MEANING OF ARt FAIRS
“Picasso Baby” in one sense seems no more 
than an extension of the art-meets-fashion-
meets-the-Kardashians events or the big auc-
tions, where hedge fund managers compete 
against each other to buy the latest trophy piece. 
In particular, art fairs are “endless gawking at 
artwork, artists and celebrities — (art) fairs are 
as popular, glamorous and fizzy as Cristal, at-
tracting both the new moneyed classes that fly 
in from Kiev, Shanghai, Doha or Abu Dhabi,” 
the New Yorker critic Peter Schjeldahl wrote 
in 2006; he termed this phenomenon “Fairism”. 

Fairs have their hierarchy of talent, from 
cash-cows to stars (in 1970 the Boston Consult-
ing Group divided products or artists into four 
categories: those two, along with “question 
marks” and “dogs”). A “cash cow” is a product 
which generates cash without much effort on 
behalf of the company owner or gallerist. They 
make reliable, staid products with easily rec-
ognisable (“signature”), recurring motifs.

Stars, meanwhile, are the precursors to cash 
cows: artists with a high market share in a fast-
growing industry. Oscar Murillo is the key 

OSCAR MURILLO  
Untitled (Mango), 2012

Oil paint and dirt on canvas
470 x 467 x 5 cm

Rubell Family Collection, Miami

Untitled (Chorizo), 2012

Oil paint and dirt on canvas
460 x 450 x 5 cm

Rubell Family Collection, Miami

“Culture Class” by Martha Rosler. Sternberg Press 
Cover design by Liam Gillick

Cover image: John Sloan, “Sun and Wind on the Roof,” 1915
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contemporary example. Flush from the success 
of a Christie’s auction where one of his pieces 
sold for $400,000, the 27-year-old Colombian-
born artist is represented by the heavyweight 
David Zwirner gallery. He sold works for 
$120,000 at Frieze London, as well as being 
included in the sculpture park with what looked 
like misshapen, multi-hued coconuts in metal-
lic fruit crates. 

Never mind that Murillo has yet to have a 
major exhibition: a sector of the art world has 
deemed him the latest must-have. After all, he 
ticks many boxes: male, Latin American (Latin 
American art is having a moment at the mo-
ment), a painter, young, and a protagonist of 
the Neo-Mannerist movement. His work features 
Cy Twombly-inspired scrawls of inchoate vo-
cabulary, and in order to prove that painting is 
still relevant, he has freed it from the confines 
of the stretcher, rendering it “sculptural”. Hence 
Murillo’s ubiquity.

And who doesn’t visit a fair these days? 
“Now you see every curator and museum direc-
tor going to the fair, and artists, too,” Art Basel 
co-director Marc Spiegeler told the New York 
Times. Not everyone is so upbeat about the 
glamorous fair circuit. Earlier this year the re-
nowned German collector Ingvild Goetz told 
this magazine, “many artists are oriented to-
wards the market… that was especially evident 
at the art fairs this year. There was a lot of 
glitter and Mickey Mouse to be seen, works by 
artists who hope that they can be part of a 
trend.” And in a somewhat surprising comment, 
the head of Pace (the gallery who played host 
to Jay Z’s performance) Arne Glimcher told the 

New York Times in August 2013 that “Fairs are 
beneath the dignity of art. To stand there in a 
booth and hawk your wares – it is just not how 
you sell art.” 

The art fair recognises that in order to main-
tain its position near the centre of the contem-
porary art world, and to keep on attracting those 
vital museum directors and critics, it must 
provide something more than just another op-
portunity for blue-chip galleries to flash their 
cash cows. Fairs now host extensive talks pro-
grammes, commission artists’ performances, 
award prizes, and provide funds for museums 
to make acquisitions (Frieze, for instance, ticks 
all these boxes, with its Projects, Talks, Emdash 
Award and Outset Fund, which awards £150,000 
to enable the Tate Collection to acquire works 
at the fair.)

This year’s Frieze Projects featured perfor-
mance artist Josef Strau and an art fair version 
of a coconut shy by artist Ken Okiishi, where 
visitors, protected by a glass panel, could direct 
paintball guns at themselves. Performance art-
ist Lili Reynaud-Dewar reclined on a flower-
patterned bed, reading Marguerite Duras and 
Guillaume Dustan aloud to the gurgle of an 
in-bed ink fountain. Perhaps tellingly, most of 
the press coverage of the fair focused on the 
Frame section, where young galleries feature 
a project by a single artist. 

Point being that performance art, the least-
marketable stepchild commodity, is in fact a 
much-desired accoutrement of any fair worth 
its salt. This either is merely an extension of 
the “experience economy” (more about that 
later), or a device to confer symbolic gravitas, 

depending on your viewpoint. Galleries are in 
on the act too: at this year’s Frieze Michael 
Werner Gallery featured a classic 1967 perfor-
mance, “Four in a Dress” by artist James Lee 
Byars, who died in 1997. Four young partici-
pants, enveloped in a single shroud-like garment, 
stand motionless at the gallery booth, anointing 
it with that elusive Abramović moment. 

1II 
tHE QUEStION

…has to be, what is the value of such events? 
Art fair visitors, while numerous, tend to be 
from the art world itself, so that these events 
are unlikely to reach a wider audience, unlike 
a talk at, say, a public museum. Are they just 
window-dressing for the fair’s core business? 
It is of course a bonus to attend these talks and 
performances, rather than merely wandering 
down fair aisles, Instagramming gallery wares, 
and persuading harassed dealers to part with 
sales figures. Either way, art is presented as a 
carefully curated, tightly controlled, well-be-
haved child, far from its bad boy roots. 

Art fairs are one of three pillars of the art 
world’s floating industry. The others are the 
biennale and the museum. Only one is fixed, 
and they are all engaged in symbolic capital, 
as Martha Rosler noted: “Biennales and muse-
ums provide an organisation of experience such 
that mostly middle-class and other cognitively-
based labourers recognise as speaking to them 
in a way that art is always supposed to have 
been a universal language, empathy. It is the 
substitution of personal experience for what 

HANNAH HöCH  
Staatshäupter (Heads of State), 1918–20

Photomontage
16.2 x 23.3 cm

Collection of IFA, Stuttgart
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2013

DIS  
Fair Trade (Gagosian 

Gallery, D7), 2012

Art Pictured: John Chamberlain. 
Rudolf Stingel. Walrus, Carsten Höller

Courtesy the artist 

RAGNAR KJARTASSON 
The End – Venice, June, 2009

Performance installation
Commissioned by the Center for Icelandic Art

Courtesy the artist; Luhring Augustine, New York; 
i8 Gallery, Reykjavík
Photo: Rafael Pinho
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we have come to know as the art 
experience, and a radical transfor-
mation of the idea of self-cultiva-
tion.” And what is an art fair if not 
the extension of the art experience 
on steroids? It is almost as if the 
achievements of Modern ism are 
negated: the awareness of art as 
an autonomous sphere, aligned 
with its promesse de bonheur 
(promise of happiness) – a sphere 
in which instrumentalisation for 
whatever purpose (profit, fame or 
something else) is avoided, at least 
on some level. 

Art has, since Modernism, been synonymous 
with the ideals of the avant-garde and the pro-
duction of the different and the new – what 
happens if all this is shoe-horned into legitimis-
ing a music video, as with “Picasso Baby”, and 
our critical resources have been dulled? Of 
course art will survive and continue to be pro-
duced outside of Jay Z’s and Kanye’s remit, 
but at the top, most visible level, this is how 
art and artists are perceived by a wider public.

1V 
MOMENtS IN RESIStANcE

Since the beginning of Modernism in the 19th 
Century, the art sphere was understood as a space 
from which to perform attacks on the political, 
social and economic status quo. There, art’s goal 
was to unite critical function and aesthetic in-
novation. Today, strategies of resistance remain, 
and the evasive movements Martha Rosler 
talked about at the start of this essay mainly take 
place at the forefront of artistic production, which 
has yet to surrender itself to the production of 
cash-cow art and tropes. 

There are three main sources of resistance, 
all of which originated within Modernism. The 
first seam is to use the subversive powers of 
parody and humour, as with Dadaist and 
Situationist practices. The second source of 
resistance remains within Institutional Critique, 
which, despite its detractors, remains alive and 
well, particularly among young American  

artists. The third method avails itself of the 
materiality of art itself. 

Artists mix and match these tactics. What 
follows are moments of disruption which are, 
in their very essence, fleeting and unfixed.

The FirsT MoMenT
The first tactic, in which established practices 
and modes of being are appropriated, parodied 
and mocked, draws upon the resources of mass 
culture in order to subvert these. The practice 
has roots in the Dadaist use of newspaper col-
lage and photomontage to criticise dominant 
cultural tropes, as in Hannah Höch’s work 
“Staatshäupter” (1918-1919), in which she 
lampoons two politicians by depicting them in 
their bathing shorts.

Another source for contemporary resistance 
is the Situationist practice of détournement. The 
Situationists stated that “the literary and artis-
tic heritage of humanity should be used for 
partisan propaganda purposes. Minor détourne-
ment is the détournement of an element which 
has no importance in itself and which thus  
draws all its meaning from the new context in 
which it has been placed. For example, a press 
clipping, a neutral phrase, a commonplace 

photograph. It is the most distant 
détourned element which contrib-
utes most sharply to the overall 
impression, and not the elements 
that directly determine the nature 
of this impression.” 

Today practitioners of the strat-
egy of détournement may include 
figures such as Ashley Bickerton 
(“Tormented Self-Portrait (Susie 
at Arles)”, 1987-1988) but most 
notably it means the online DIS 
Magazine, which is mining con-
temporary cultural tropes and the 
fetishisation of consumer objects 

to produce troubling and uneasy images. They 
revel in the clash of “high” art and mass objects, 
all the while denying the fetishisation of the art 
object inherent in the art market. A self-de-
scribed post-Internet lifestyle publication about 
art, fashion and commerce, which creates im-
ages, text and video for an online platform, DIS 
seeks to expand creative economies, and depict 
a world in which there is no “alternative.” 

“We confront the moment and it’s where we 
feel most free,” said Lauren Boyle, one of the 
founders, during Berlin Art Week. That includes 
starting a hashtag, #artselfie, on Instagram, and 
being commissioned by Frieze in 2012 for a 
photo series for the Frieze Projects programme. 
DIS also produces editorial work for magazines 
such as iD and Pop, and collaborates with 
other contemporary post-Internet collectives 
such as The Jogging. For Pop magazine, they 
photographed tween star Madison Beer, a 14-
year old dancer for Justin Bieber – a production 
that proved as controversial as it was captivat-
ing. “We just did this photoshoot with her, we 
collaborated with The Jogging,” DIS explained. 
“They created these props for us, so here she 
is holding a Manning beanie [after whistle-
blower Bradley Manning], and Universal Music 
(her label) is very upset with us! The fans might 
find the shoot weird, but because they are teen-
agers they don’t get the references. The only 
people that got the reference and who have been 
very defensive and aggressive have been 
Universal Studios, who are trying to sue us. 

GUERRILLA GIRLS 
The Advantages of Being a Woman 

Artist, 1988

Copyright Guerrilla Girls 
Courtesy www.guerrillagirls.com

CHRISTIAN JANKOWSKI 
Kunstmarkt TV (video still), 2008

Video, colour, sound
45 minutes and 15 seconds

PAL, 4:3
Courtesy of the artist; Petzel, New York; 

Meyer Kainer, Vienna
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But it tells you how people feel attracted to 
what we do, but sometimes they don’t know 
what will come out from what we do, and when 
they see it, they get very scared, they are very 
conservative, they saw the political references 
and they freaked out. This was a great moment 
to infiltrate pop culture and tween culture and 
politics, and this is our favourite way of doing 
that sort of thing.”

While a tween sporting a Manning beanie 
may not strike most people as particularly sub-
versive, such practices are in corporate enter-
tainment terms perceived as a threat and thus 
worthy of legal action. In a further fashion shoot 
(Maison Martin Margiela for iD magazine), DIS 
featured a model using a breast pump; the 
story was urbanely billed as “keeping the world 
abreast of the latest trends in multitasking  

maternitywear.” iD magazine decided not to run 
the shoot, deeming it “distasteful”. “This happens 
to us more often than we like, but we really don’t 
mind because we have our own platform. And 
we’ll still show it,” DIS Magazine said. 

The collective is adept at highlighting con-
temporary hypocrisies surrounding youth cul-
ture, female bodies and cultural elitism, a cul-
ture where a (female) user’s Instagram account 
can be deleted for revealing a few pubic hairs. 
“Like the prefix – DIS – we had an antagonis-
tic beginning, but as we realised that we were 
interested in creating a balance between celebra-
tion and critique, and opening doors and creat-
ing new alternatives,” Lauren Boyle said. 

Appropriation and subversion of contempo-
rary aesthetics is also a key concern of post-
Internet practitioners such as Ryan Trecartin 
and Lizzie Fitch, Katja Novitskova and the 
LuckyPDF collective, where celebrity culture, 
youth obsession, stock photography and the 
“body hack” are all appropriated and parodied. 

For the 2009 Venice Biennale, meanwhile, 
the Icelandic artist Ragnar Kjartansson turned 
a 14th-Century palazzo into a tableau vivant of 
a painter’s studio, featuring the artist as himself 
plus another artist, Páll Haukur Björnsson, as 
his model, for the duration of the biennale. 
Kjartansson painted Björnsson, who was 
dressed only in bathing trunks, anew each day.  
The studio became a documentation of obses-
sion, paintings accumulating as detritus among 

cigarette butts and empty beer bottles. The 
durational performance parodied the stereotype 
of the solitary artistic genius, the auratic artis-
tic object rendered as litter. The artist thus 
mocked the double status of the commodity, 
which is simultaneously object and myth.

In a similar move, the conceptual artist 
Christian Jankowski skewered the Byzantine 
commercial process behind art sales, where 
galleries go to great lengths to separate the art 
from the commodification of the artwork inher-
ent in the sales process (which, by the way, is 
one of the reasons why one never sees prices 
attached to paintings in an art gallery). His 
staged performance at the 2008 Art Cologne 
fair, which featured two teleshopping present-
ers frantically exhorting and cajoling a televi-
sion audience to call that number and snap up 

that Koons before it was too late. The perfor-
mance was recorded and later presented as the 
video piece “Kunstmarkt TV”. What at first 
appears as pure parody of the hyperbolic lan-
guage used in gallery press releases and some 
museum catalogues becomes more sinister: if 
an artwork is really so unique and priceless, 
why must we constantly reassure ourselves of 
this state of affairs? And what in the end, 
Jankowski appears to ask, is so different be-
tween an ordinary trade fair and an art fair, 
which is merely a relative with better dress 
sense?

Employing the tools of parody and the notion 
of the absurd, these artists thus deftly collapse 
the gap between art and life, and reveal the 
mythology surrounding art production as a se-
ries of gestures aimed at preserving its “unique-
ness”. And if art is a product like any other, any 
attempt to instrumentalise it for the sake of 
image and prestige is inherently bound to fail. 

The second MoMenT 
The second method of resistance has its roots 
in Institutional Critique, which has re-emerged 
from the doldrums to inform contemporary 
artistic practice. Originally conceived of in the 

Eighties as a movement dedicated to the inves-
tigation of the workings of art institutions and 
their relationships to business, practitioners 
included the Guerilla Girls who, clad in go-
rilla masks, famously stormed the (all male) 
“International Survey of Recent Painting and 
Sculpture”, which opened in 1984 at the MoMA. 
They plastered Manhattan with posters such as 
“The Advantages of Being A Woman Artist” 
(examples of which were listed as “The pressure 
of working without success” and “Knowing 
your Career might Pick Up After You’re 
Eighty”, among others.)

There was Hans Haacke’s documentation 
of the involvement of the Alcan company in 
the Apartheid regime in South Africa, and his 
investigations of the machinations of a New 
York real estate company with ties to the art 

world (“Shapolsky et al, 1971”). In a similar 
vein, Andrea Fraser highlights the ties between 
the art world and big business, documenting in 
an essay for the Whitney Biennale how grow-
ing inequality and the money flooding into the 
art world go hand in hand (try “Le 1% C’est 
Moi”, 2011, available online), and she also 
participates in the project Artigarchy, an inter-
active web-based data platform that would track 
the political and economic affiliations of top 
collectors and trustees. 

Continuing this tradition of uncovering the 
links between art and business, New York-based 
Lebanese artist Walid Raad spoke in a lecture 
given on the occasion of dOCUMENTA (13), 
about the website MutualArt.com and its own-
er, Moti Shniberg. The site is a preference track-
ing service, which uses visualisation technol-
ogy developed for the Israeli army and the 
Artists Pension Trust. Anyone can register their 
interest in, say, Courbet or Richard Prince on 
MutualArt.com, and the website will send the 
user updates every time an item of news about 
the artist is published. Of course, this also means 
that the website has a keen idea about the tastes 
of its users, and how art is reported about. It 
also analyses auction performances, to answer 
questions about the optimal timing at which to 
sell, say, your Rubens, and which auction house 
to use. In other words Shniberg is attempting 
to crack the elusive link between symbolic and 
economic capital. 

WALID RAAD 
Pension Art in Dubai, 2012

Sketch from performance lecture by the artist, dOCUMENTA (13)  
(June–September 2012)

Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York
Copyright Walid Raad

WILLIAM POWHIDA  
How the New Museum Committed 

Suicide with Banality, 2010

Archival Pigment Print
45.7 x 38 cm
Edition of 20

Courtesy the artist and Charlie James Gallery
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But, Raad concluded at the end of his lecture, 
while links between the market, investors, the 
military and big data may appear insidious, they 
are also banal and expected. “I don’t even find 
it interesting. Certainly not interesting enough 
to deserve an artwork. After all, do we really 
need another artwork to show us (as if we don’t 
already know) that the cultural, financial, and 
military spheres are intimately linked? No. No 
we don’t,” he concluded, defending a position 
in contradiction to Fraser’s. If the shrug of in-
difference is, paradoxically, a further site of 
resistance, it’s because it indicates that artistic 
practice goes on despite all this.

Meanwhile, William Powhida, a young, 
Brooklyn-based artist and former art critic makes 
a critique of what he perceives as the “balkanisa-
tion” of the art world, the cosy cama-
raderie between curators, donors, art-
ists and critics (“How The New 
Museum Committed Suicide Through 
Banality”, a 2009 drawing commis-
sioned by Brooklyn Rail magazine). 
His works take the form of networks 
of cartoonish heads representing art 
world characters related to the New 
Museum and highlight the relationship 
between private interests and the mu-
seum. (“Coming soon: The Imaginary 
Museum Series, Featuring Artists 
Everyone Understands from Gioni’s 
[the former associate director] Old 
Friend Joannu [sic, Dakis Joannou, 
Greek shipping magnate and owner of 
one of the largest private collections 
worldwide] Private Collection”). 

Powhida also draws up useful lists: 
one of them, “Possible Meanings” 
(2012), translates Artspeak into lay-
man’s terms: “The work is super  
challenging – prepared to be bored 
and / or confused”; “I really liked your 
piece – you’re in a horrible group 
show”; and, finally “They are so hot 
right now – it’s total hype. Fucking 
trends”.  Another list features reasons 
why not to buy art, appropriately en-
titled “Why You Shouldn’t Buy Art” 
(2012). Powhida remarks on his web-
site that his exhibition “POWHIDA” at 
Marlborough Chelsea, “made people really fuck-
ing mad.” In his direct, rather than implicit ap-
proach to critique, Powhida resists the academi-
sation which otherwise dominates institutional 
critique. The work is also intensely humorous.

The artist collective Claire Fontaine de-
cided upon another strategy of resistance. 
According to the group, “Claire Fontaine” de-
clared herself a readymade artist in 2004, and 
came up with a brand, “neo-conceptual art” 
which “often looks like other people’s work”. 
She is a multimedia artist, employing neon, 
video, sculpture and text. The “readymade art-
ist” places the artist on a level with Brillo 
boxes and urinals, they remark – a generic fig-
ure, indistinguishable from any other prosum-
er (indeed, one of their slogans reads “We are 
all ready-made artists”). Coupled with their 
appropriation of Joseph Kosuth’s neon writing 
and Lawrence Weiner’s habit of writing on gal-
lery walls, they achieve a practice which is 

simultaneously a self-parody and immensely 
successful. 

For, as Martha Rosler and others have point-
ed out, purchasing critical art immediately 
anoints the buyer with the cachet of “political 
awareness” and “criticality”; the same critical-
ity can be achieved by purchasing one of Claire 
Fontaine’s neon-red “Capitalism Kills” or 
“Capitalism Kills Love” signs. Or perhaps the 
buyer may prefer the slightly more existential-
ist collaboration with Karl Holmqvist, “The 
weeping wall inside us all”? Either way, the 
artworks that Claire Fontaine produces are 
meaningless outside of the context of her ar-
tistic practice: rendered as solitary objects shar-
ing space on the gallery wall, they come across 
as toothless slogans –presumably exactly what 

the makers hope to achieve. Far from redundant, 
Institutional Critique continues to provide a 
vital critical resource for artists attacking the 
status quo and, more importantly, still retains 
the potential to create havoc.

The Third MoMenT
The third moment of disruption of the art en-
tertainment complex owes its heritage to 
Duchamp and the practices of conceptual art. 
The art object disappeared, beginning with Yves 
Klein’s 1958 exhibition of invisible artworks, 
“The Void”, at the Clert Gallery in Paris. Since 
Klein, artists have delighted in developing prac-
tices which do not result in straightforward 
saleable objects (although the artefacts pro-
duced, such as contracts, can always be sold): 
think of process-based art such as performance 
or land art, or, art’s social turn under relational 
aesthetics. 

Ephemeral modes of practice have spread to 
art fairs: at this year’s art berlin contemporary, 

Gallery Tanja Wagner showed a large slab of 
ice by the artist Paula Doepfner, which slowly 
disappears into a drip tray over the course of 
the fair. James Franco riffed on Klein’s exhibi-
tion in a 2011 Kickstarter campaign, in which 
he sold invisible objects ranging in price from 
$1 to $10,000. The $10,000 paid for “whole-
some pure air”, along with an all-important 
certificate of authenticity. 

In a version of this, the artist him- or herself 
has disappeared, retreating either as shadowy 
puppet master orchestrating a performance, as 
with Christian Jankowski’s performance above, 
or with the practice of “delegated performance.” 
For example, at this year’s Venice Biennale, 
Alexandra Pirici and Manuel Pelmuş staged “An 
Immaterial Retrospective of the Venice Biennale” 

in the Romanian pavilion – a performa-
tive reenactment of the entire pro-
gramme. Groups of actors performed 
key pieces dug from the archives of 
the Biennale, rendering the monumen-
tal into the immaterial and making the 
historical visible – a subtle binary 
move. Pirici and Pelmuş question the 
inflated importance placed on artefacts 
as carriers of (art) history, and prompt 
an investigation: if history is a neces-
sarily subjective reading of contempo-
rary records, what happens if that his-
tory is turned into a performance? One, 
moreover, that is characterised by its 
fleeting nature, and by the absence of 
the artist. 

When the art historian Claire Bishop 
wrote about art’s “social turn” in 2006, 
she noted a resurgent interest in “col-
lectivity, collaboration and direct en-
gagement with specific social constitu-
encies”. Here the social event, 
publication, workshop or performance 
are at the forefront of artistic production, 
rather than the work. In the introduction 
to her piece, she quotes Dan Graham: 
“All artists are alike. They dream of 
doing something that’s more social, 
more collaborative and more real than 
art.” It is both a perspective that echoes 
Kjartansson’s public rendering of the 

studio and a site of resistance: there is no object 
to stage an event around, and the collaborations 
are decentered. With action revolving less around 
personalities than interactions, it is not the who, 
but the what that counts. Events of the social turn 
may be picnics, conversations, parades (Jeremy 
Deller), bouncy castles (William Forsythe), oc-
cupations of condemned architecture, work with 
socially deprived children (Paweł Althamer), 
clinics (Pedro Reyes) – the list goes on. 

These practices in their very nature neces-
sitate a shift in perception on part of the audi-
ence as to what art is, a shift away from art as 
an aesthetic object and the Kantian singular 
experience that art is said to generate, to art as 
a “site of communication”, an open-ended pro-
cess defined by interaction rather than specta-
torship. It is, in fact, the move from the singu-
larity to a plurality, an acceptance of the 
contradictions inherent in artistic practice.

The dematerialisation, or turn from optical-
ity, is furthered by art’s appropriation of new 
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PAULA DOEPFNER 
But it breaks my heart to give it away, 2013

Ice, pen on paper, metal
170 x 105 x 25 cm

Courtesy Galerie Tanja Wagner, Berlin
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media. Harm van den Dorpel, a Berlin-based 
conceptual artist, recounted how the origins 
of internet art were based around surf clubs 
and online platforms, essentially a social ac-
tivity. Dorpel has also gone one step further, 
presenting his work in exhibitions which took 
place exclusively online (“Dissociations”, 
New Museum, 2013), in which he examined 
strategies of presenting and producing such 
work. He recounted the difficulties of render-
ing the art from such websites as VVORK as 
a gallery exhibition, noting during an ICA 
talk that “projecting the art made for the net 
environment on the wall rendered it entirely 
dead.” 

Another facet of the rejection of the fetish 
character of the art object – a process which 
becomes increasingly difficult, if not impos-
sible, the more famous the artist becomes – is 
to produce unlimited artworks, as with Félix 
González-Torres’ stacks of paper or Hans-Peter 
Feldmann’s unlimited editions. These fly in 
the face of art-world notions of originality and 
uniqueness, and enable those without a super-
budget to act as collectors. In a double remove, 
Elaine Sturtevant, who has been appropriating 
her (male) peers’ work for four decades, riffed 
on González-Torres’ curtains of light bulbs. In 
“Untitled (Félix González-Torres)”(2004), she 
strung light bulbs to hang from the ceiling, 
creating a nest on the floor. The approach en-
courages a DIY mentality to art ownership – 
want a piece, but can’t afford it? Just make a 
copy. Sturtevant’s “originals” now, of course, 
also command high prices – markets, it seems, 
have no sense of irony.

Seth Price took this practice into the 21st 
Century when he made all his essays and mu-
sic available for free download on his website, 
Distributions. He published an accompanying 
essay, “Dispersion”, in which he noted the 
subversive potential inherent in the internet. 
“Suppose an artist were to release the work 
directly into a system that depends on repro-
duction and distribution for its sustenance, a 
model that encourages contamination, borrow-
ing, stealing, and horizontal blur. The art sys-
tem usually corrals errant works, but how could 
it recoup thousands of freely circulating pa-
perbacks?” he wrote in 2002, before the age 
of Edward Snowden, PRISM and Facebook 
image censorship.

V 
ROMANcE

Resistance to the fetish character of the art is 
not only a matter of multiples and eliminating 
art’s object character and “retinality”, it is also 
a matter of retrieving subjectivity. While this 
deeply Romantic pastime was heavily criticised 
in postmodernism and artistic practices cen-
tered around irony and cultural commentary 
(such as the YBAs), it has regained momen-
tum. This was particularly visible at  dOCU-
MENTA (13) which focused on object mem-
ory and the art object as non-neutral carrier 
of history. It was visible in the 2013 Venice 
Biennale, which had at its core the role of the 
brain as the first medium, and the artist as 
subjective interpreter of the world and the 

imagination – very much a 
practice based on Surrealism. 
This in turn encourages audi-
ences to participate, rather 
than spectate, forcing a more 
considered, intimate encounter with the art-
work.

 This sea-change in exhibition tactics pro-
vides a stark contrast to the Spectacularist 
mega-exhibitions favoured in the 1990s and 
the 2000s, where the inference seemed to be 
that the larger and shinier the object, the bet-
ter the exhibition. It’s also part of the deeper 
changes characterising contemporary art: with 
the rejection of the more crass aspects of late-
stage capitalist art practice, and the false dia-
lectic imposed by postmodernism, a new 
Romantic mode has come into being, which 
centres on contemplation and enjoyment.

Critical art can effectively subvert the aes-
thetic status quo – that section of our image-
saturated reality governed by tropes and the 

economic machinations of the 
entertainment conglomerates. 
Digital and social media tools 
have proven themselves to be 
an effective source of distrib-

uting subversive, critical content. 
In their many forms and approaches, these 

strategies of evasion return to Martha Rosler’s 
visions, and prove ways and means of avoid-
ing the hypercommercialised art world jug-
gernaut, and the possibilities in contemporary 
art-making. There may be, as Rosler sug-
gested, “a lot of crap everywhere and all the 
time”, but artists have and will identify and 
mount oppositional strategies. They may no 
longer be using the shock tactics of the 
Viennese Actionists who defecated on stage, 
yet they mock and subvert the art world from 
the centre of its heart. The art world may be 
entering another bubble, but just scratch a 
little below the surface, and the urge to resist 
is alive and it’s kicking very hard.
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