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“An unprecedented study of the art novel’s fascination with the convergence of art and life in our times, when to live like an artist can mean to barely scrape by on contingent work in informal economies, but also to devote oneself to fathoming and fabricating a world beyond privation. With remarkable global breadth, and one wary eye always fixed on art’s incorporation into global capitalism, Carlos Garrido Castellano has written an indispensable book about how literature envisions the unfulfilled promise of artmaking as a model for a flourishing life.”

Sarah Brouillette, Carleton University
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1 Introduction Art F(r)ictions: Assessing the Contemporary Art Novel

DOI: 10.4324/9781003152118-1

The Unconsoled, the fourth novel written by Nobel Prize winner Kazuo Ishiguro, follows the steps of Ryder, a virtuoso piano player, as he prepares to deliver a magisterial performance in an unnamed city that may or may not be his. The novel ends and Ryder never gets to play the piano. Attempting to define the strange behavior of the main character of The Unconsoled, in an interview, the writer presents Ryder in the following terms: “He’s a musician, and he’s not a musician” (Jaggi 2004: 168). Instead of playing music, Ryder becomes involved in many petty activities in response to small favors asked by the city’s inhabitants. These include social visits, media appearances in a cinema or arbitrations in local disputes. Ryder’s journey therefore relies on social networking and his own entrepreneurial definition as a leading cultural actor at a global level (Robbins 2001). Ryder is an artist (or at least is perceived and respected as such); only he is an artist who does not make any art, properly speaking. Ryder is singular for at least three different reasons: he is not bound to medium-based understandings of artistic production; he bases his artistic success in terms of social skills and an entrepreneurial definition of his creative persona; despite enjoying social recognition for his artistic work, Ryder’s abilities are by no means exceptional; on the contrary, they are a central part of the constitution of personhood under contemporary neoliberal conditions. There may well be some truth in Ishiguro’s words when he says that Ryder is and is not a musician. But then a question arises: what does this mean? How can someone “be and not be” a musician or an artist?

This book explores art worlds inhabited by creators like Ryder. Focusing on Spanish-speaking and Portuguese-speaking contexts in the Iberian Peninsula, Africa and the Americas, it seeks to explain how contemporary literature deals with artistic creativity when artmaking is no longer a specialized field of cultural production, but rather an expanded terrain of socioeconomic interaction, personal and creative self-definition, and collective imagination. It explores the possibilities and limitations of “being and not being an artist”, which are more common today than ever and include individuals who may or may not have a previous interest or background in artmaking. The main idea driving this book is that the increasing number of recent novels dealing with the visual arts (written by authors such as Ian McEwan, Margaret Atwood, Donna Tart, Ben Lerner, Orhan Pamuk, Kazuo Ishiguro, Siri Hustvedt, Ali Smith, Michel Houellebecq and many others) do much more than representing the way artists live or the way art is defined under specific historical conditions.

This book taps into such genealogies of the art novel, but also expands the genre as a crucial tool for understanding processes of subject formation, personal and professional self-investment, precariousness and cultural labor in times of late neoliberalism. Throughout the book, I use the term “art novel” instead of the more common “artist novel” in order to emphasize the socially formative nature of the mode(l)s of aesthetic education advanced in this literary genre. This is because contemporary fiction dealing with artistic creativity (something similar can be said about novels engaging with the music or film industries) is no longer concerned with the specialized figure of the artist, but rather with more blurred processes of visual creativity that no longer pertain to a specific field of cultural production. From this angle, I understand the contemporary art novel as thematically falling outside of the parameters of the specific field of artistic production.

I argue that the contemporary art novel emerges as a speculative space where all the steps involved in the process of artistic creation are reimagined.1 Literary art ecosystems are not simple representations of existing art worlds; on the contrary, the art novel invests in imagining how personal, social and economic relationships within creative art worlds could be otherwise. This is a crucial task nowadays, when traditional forms of artistic and literary creativity (such as cultural festivals, art biennials, collaborative art practices, literary festivals, large-scale art exhibitions and online workshops) are being redefined and repurposed.2 When viewed from such an expanded perspective, the contemporary art novel becomes the most suitable platform for analyzing two interrelated processes: the expansion of narratives of subject formation and creative self-definition frequently associated with artists beyond traditional literary and artistic formats, and the diversification of art (eco)systems beyond canonical valorizations of specific modes of artistic production.

Artmaking always occupied a central place within European literary genealogies from at least 1550, when the Arezzo-born Giorgio Vasari published his Le vite de’l più eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori [The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects]. Starting with Giotto and culminating with Michelangelo, Vasari’s Vite presents the visual artist as a fascinating figure whose life is worth narrating. Loved and misunderstood in equal parts, from an early moment artists emerged as influential individuals, hence the important role played by cultural creators in Renaissance Italy. Later on, during the 19th and early 20th centuries, writers identified the figure of the artist-genius as a creative individual going against the tide of cultural conventions and struggling for economic success and social recognition (Argullol 1982; Kris and Kurz 1979; Rosenblum 1975). By looking at the fortunes of visual artists, European writers found a productive way of problematizing and challenging the expectations projected on to themselves as cultural producers. Furthermore, the expansion of the novel as the most circulated and analyzed literary form goes side by side with the desire of European writers to find a way out of the increasing social constraints imposed on them as bourgeois values became normative (Beebe 1964). As Calvo Serraller (2013) notes, the triumph of the art novel took place in the first half of the 19th century, when it became the most popular literary genre in Europe. A broad range of writers, including Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Thomas Mann, John Ruskin, Virginia Woolf, Honoré de Balzac, Emile Zola and James Joyce, dedicated some of their most celebrated novels to visual artists.

The art novel was also a crucial tool in defending artistic and creative autonomy: by entering the space of the atelier, the genre’s “social contract”, the invisible, unsigned pact it establishes with readers, made them aware of ways of life that challenged societal conventions. Modern writers found “secular heroes” and aspirational points of reference in the fashionable lives of artists. In narrating the lives of artists (and musicians, filmmakers, curators and cultural organizers), novelists negotiated the clash between the individual and the social and the expansion of the capitalist rhetoric of personal and social success. In 19th-century Europe, artists were a bohemian alternative to bourgeois normality, one that was soon to be appropriated and repurposed as a profitable and socially accepted right to individual originality.

In fact, the art novel was always a contested field. For Herbert Marcuse (Kellner 2007), who dedicated his 1922 doctoral thesis to the study of the German Künstlerroman, art fictions were a useful tool for measuring the alienation of modern subjectivity and the distance between aesthetic aspirations of fulfillment and completeness and the eroding nature of everyday capitalist life. Significantly, Marcuse (1978) never saw that alienation as absolute; on the contrary, a large part of Der Deutsche Künstlerroman explores the possibility of recomposing the fractured world of bourgeois individualism through the integration of art and life, of the personal and the collective. From a different perspective, Grace Stewart (1979) and Linda Huf (1985) argue in their studies of art novels written by women that the genre was simultaneously avant-gardist and profoundly conventional, reproducing a narrow model of the artist (tolerably tormented, unconstrained by the mundane, mostly or uniquely male) while leaving any other possibility of artistic self-development out of the equation.

In its current form, the contemporary art novel is deeply enmeshed in three interrelated processes. The first is one of self-definition and aesthetic self-development in neoliberal times. The second process is related to the impact of economic financialization and speculation in contemporary culture: the success of Damien Hirst’s ultra-luxury art pieces in auctions and the investment in contemporary art during the 2008 economic crisis are a good example of the fact that art’s finance is global finance. Finally, a third process is linked to the mobilization of art as a tool for social transformation. Engaging the contemporary art novel from the point of view of these three interrelated processes has enormous consequences. It allows us to understand how writers are redefining their own public role by looking at other creative fields. It helps us to map crucial transformations in cultural labor from a comparative, intermedium perspective. And it moves us beyond specialized cultural fields, identifying the narrative strategies studied in this project as part of an expanded social imagination concerned with the role of cultural agents and institutions.3

Let us take a closer look at these processes, with the aim of redefining the contemporary art novel in light of the ways that artistic practice and creative labor have changed over the last decades. As for the working of the art world, we could start by saying that artistic labor, the material and tangible life experience of the range of subjects that are part of art making, is an increasing source of concern within recent sociocultural criticism. More specifically, the work of artists influences how our cities look, who we interact with and how we do it, how we support and care for others, how we select our priorities and curate the image we want to portray of ourselves (Farquharson 2003, Lind 2012). Crucial to my understanding of the contemporary art novel is the assumption that the art novel nowadays represents a central place in processes of personal self-investment, financial speculation and general indebtedness that go far beyond art making and therefore affect how we define ourselves and interact with others (see, for example, Graeber 2014; Kunst 2014; Lazzarato 2012; Harney and Moten 2013). The point is not just that “we increasingly work like artists”, but rather that artistic labor operates as a laboratory where new socioeconomic dynamics (flexible working hours, aesthetic valorization of the creative self, the crafting of our social selves in social media, etc.) are developed and tested before being expanded to broader societal areas.

Following Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2005), I contend that contemporary art novels are increasingly concerned the impact of “artistic criticism” on the configuration of broader areas of what both authors call “the new spirit of capitalism”. Art nowadays shapes creative imperatives, modes of socialization and processes of self-investment where the distance between the personal and the professional is blurred. Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy (2016: 16) add to this, pointing out that one of the main consequences of the expanded social role of artistic practice is the “relative uniformization of the economic and the aesthetic”. In this trans-aesthetic regime, the artistic and the communicational coexist as part of a similar logic of marketization driven by the imperative of being original and creative.

At the same time, precisely because of the proximity of artistic labor and to the broader areas of socioeconomic reproduction, art remains a critical platform where normative versions of these processes are actively challenged. I argue that part of the pervasiveness of the rhetoric of creative capitalism (the idea that cultural creativity has been fully subsumed into the rhythms of the market) has to do precisely with voicing its own invulnerability, with asserting itself as the only possible option. In fact, the contemporary art novel is caught in the paradox resulting from the fact that in its pages (in and through its social contract deriving from its socializing role), freedom and realization are cyphered in a mode(l) of subjectivity that is simultaneously a mode(l) of subjection. Such subjection, in any case, is never absolute.

Crucially, I believe that the contemporary art novel does more than denounce or reproduce this state of things: art fictions nowadays make space for alternative, context-sensitive art ecologies. The contemporary art novel, therefore, contests the neoliberal ethos derived from the imperative for further specializing, further singularizing ourselves in creative ways. In fact, the idea that “artistic capitalism” leaves no alternative and engulfs all singularities and specificities loses traction when applied to contexts outside Europe and North America. By examining how contemporary writers engage with art ecologies in radical ways, this book redefines the contemporary art novel as a global phenomenon attesting to the multiple ways in which art is repurposed as a tool for social transformation. Since art economies are largely our economies, I argue that it is crucial to conceptualize art making as a collective creative process that goes far beyond any specialized field of artistic production. Surprisingly, although the social relevance of the art novel has been assessed in relation to specific case studies, the broader societal impact of art making as it is critically thought and reconsidered in the contemporary art novel has not been studied with enough detail. This is the first main task this book attempts to accomplish.

The second objective is to ask how neoliberalism and the contemporary art novel are related. My main argument relies on the assumption that contemporary writers find in art fictions a mirror in which to look at themselves, exploring the possibilities for their own partial autonomy as cultural creators. I believe that art is no longer a totally autonomous system dominated by a specific set of rules, and that part of the purchase that art fictions have for writers has to do with the fact that art fictions have become more than just a literary genre. As creativity, professional value and personal self-investment have overlapped and blurred, to the logic of marketization and competition, the scope, form and ambition of the art novel have been transformed in substantial ways. Contemporary art novels do more than bring readers to museums and art spaces or narrate the lives of artists. They are mainly concerned with whatever becomes possible through aesthetic self-realization, within and beyond a specific field of cultural production called “art”. At risk of oversimplifying, we could say that the attentiveness with which Instagram accounts or Facebook profiles track the personal development of subjects (as well as the modes of socialization made possible by such curated personae) projects many of the ambitions, tone and objectives that were proper to the protagonists of art novels in the past. Communicational anxieties and mediated longings for intimacy, social influencing, prosumer (producer plus consumer, see Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010) culture, YouTube aesthetics and digital self-extractive productive regimes and a long etcetera are now integral to the process of “becoming subject in aesthetic terms” that was the main prerogative of the art novel.4 My intention here is not to undertake a hasty celebration of the overarching influence of the digital or to denounce it as an example of mass commodification, nor I am interested in conflating everything or in establishing boundaries and deciding over whether something is or is not art. What matters is to understand that such an expanded notion of artistry shapes large areas of the biographical, the social and the political, and therefore confirms that, given art’s expanded form, the contemporary art novel charts a territory far vaster than its traditional domain as a literary genre.

The incorporation of artistic, cognitive and immaterial features into a wide variety of productive areas has already been addressed with enough detail in discussions on contemporary art, immaterial labor, creative capitalism and affective and subjective neoliberalization. The work of Paolo Virno, Mauzirio Lazzarato, Wendy Brown, Richard Sennett, Lauren Berlant, Michel Feher, Franco “Bifo” Berardi and Sarah Brouillette, among many others, is critical for understanding how culture is mobilized as a central asset of neoliberal ecologies and world making. However, a consideration of their insights into the importance of “artistic” creativity in processes of subjection and subject definition under creative capitalism goes beyond the scope of this book. In any case, to say that the contemporary art novel is no longer just concerned with the specific field of artistic production has enormous consequences. First, examples like the ones examined in this project, which attest to the many contexts where artistic values have become essential, may curb our excitement about the potential of “creativity” as a driving engine of economic processes and social interaction. Returning to the digital context I outlined before, it might be the case that the tools for “curating one’s own self” have been democratized via the expansion of social media technologies; but this does not mean that rags-to-riches stories are more frequent. However, they do fulfill a function, operating as a clear example of what Lauren Berlant (2011: 51) calls “cruel optimism”, which she defines as “a binding to fantasies that block the satisfactions they offer, and a binding to the promise of optimism as such that the fantasies have come to represent”. Translated into the terms used in this book, this means that no matter how ubiquitous, aesthetic self-realization is often a promise that contains its own conditions of unfulfillment. I believe that literary fictions on art ecologies pioneer interesting and novel ways of dealing with such a promise.

Another consequence deriving from the expanded nature of what contemporary art fictions have encompassed is that they provide us with a panoramic view of the entangled agencies, affects and effects that converge in any creative ecosystem. Again, the interesting thing about the art novel nowadays is not that it has replaced (or blurred the distance between) artists with participant spectators, art critics with influencers, marchands with curators, patrons with design CEOs, tormented geniuses with self-employed prosumers. The focus on semi-autonomous artistry we find in many examples of this kind of novel reveals how the ambitions of upward mobility, professional realization and originality traditionally associated with artistic self-development are often dependent on relational and quite materialistic exchanges. Art has not only affected productivity and the aestheticization of life and politics, but also entails significant changes in the production of the self that determine our regimes and conditions of sociability, our forms of intimacy and, in general, our capacity to picture the world and ourselves as part of it. The contemporary art novel, I believe, rejects totalizing discourses (such as those about the triumph of individualism and the dematerialization of labor, for example). Instead, in recent art fictions, individualism appears often as individuation and subjectivity as subjection. In its speculative tone, these fictions endlessly problematize and enlarge upon (without taking it for granted) the aestheticization of the everyday.

Importantly, assuming that the art novel is an active site for speculative thought, a renewed sociality implies redefining the principles regulating the art novel genre. The importance of this task becomes evident if we think about the role that individual self-realization always played in the art novel. A radically new understanding of both the art novel and its sociopolitical impact emerges when we assume that the art novel does not just represent the lives of individuals through their process of becoming artists. Rather, it acts as a powerful source of individuation through a normalization of a particular ideology based on the primacy of the creative individual and the uniqueness of the “creative self”, an ideology that has been around at least since the 18th century. The key is to acknowledge that in the context of the art novel, individualism is not a given but rather an ideological principle (re)produced its pages. Raising the question of the contemporary art novel means opening up possible pathways for questioning the ideology of individuation that permeates neoliberal exchanges (cultural or of any other kind) while exploring alternative modes of sociality.5

The two objectives outlined above help us situate the contemporary art novel as central for understanding how the novel form is repurposed and mobilized under neoliberal times. The third and last objective of this project moves us forward by positing contemporary writers as explorers of “art to come”.6 Narrating such a variety of art worlds requires a renewed critical and literary imagination, one that largely departs from the traditional and Europe-centered tone, objectives and scope of the traditional art novel. I argue that the contemporary art novel is crucial for understanding how cultural practitioners stretch our imagination about what art and culture are and do. By tapping into this renewed expanded literary imagination at a time when cultural practitioners and institutions are redefining their social and public role, I believe that the contemporary art novel provides us with a unique opportunity to envisage the transformative potential of alternative art worlds as they are tested and materialized. If the contemporary art novel matters, it is because it deals with the potential of art to come, which is to say, with alternative being and becoming in and apart from the crisis of creative capitalism. From this perspective, we can understand the contemporary art novel as a critical site to question the imperative of self-realization and the urge for flexible professionalization, the essence of precariousness, which is always not only differential, context-sensitive and non-universal, but also socially binding, and never “just” individual.

My understanding of art to come is closely related to the redefinition of art’s social role. The spaces where art is produced, displayed and circulated have changed in substantial ways. Art is no longer something we contemplate on the walls of museums, art galleries and biennials. On the contrary, as this book reveals, art has become a decisive element in the configuration of our social environment. Art nowadays is a source of knowledge and critical thought; a way of living and feeling alongside other humans and non-humans; an instrument for urban rebranding and transformation; a platform for professional advancement and horizontal (un)learning; a central part of global financial speculation; a space powering social and activist causes (Shukaitis 2016; van den Berg et al. 2019). This means that the “work of art in the world” (Sommer 2013), what art does and means at a cultural and social level, can no longer be summed up by referring to the coordinates of professional art making. It also means that we navigate uncharted and exciting territories when dealing with art in the context of the contemporary art novel.

Closely linked to this crucial transformation of art’s sociocultural role is the articulation of alternative art worlds. Traditionally, art was a specialized field regulated under strict and exclusionary notions of aesthetic taste and the social conventions ruling over exhibition openings, private auctions or institutional and cultural diplomacy. These regulations have not disappeared altogether. However, in its current expanded form, art is exposed to a much wider variety of criteria of aesthetic and social appreciation and (inter)personal communication and enjoyment. The democratization of non-expensive tools of online communication and image and video producing has allowed many practitioners to generate alternative systems of cultural circulation and aesthetic valorization that are no longer dependent on traditional artistic institutions such as the museum or the art gallery. Indeed, what Gregory Sholette (2010) calls “dark matter” implies the existence of a large body of artistic communities built around their own rules. For Sholette, these communities were already “out there”; what stands out in our day and age is the fact that nowadays these communities are “less dark” than ever, emerging into the public and conditioning how art is produced, thought, displayed and taught. The existence of alternative art worlds also suggests alternative understandings of artistic labor, cultural institutionalism and creativity existing beneath, and going beyond the thirst for creativity and the marketization of so-called creative economies.7

***

This project comprises three parts that roughly correspond to the three main objectives outlined above. The first explores how specific art economies are a central part of transnational economic transactions. I argue that contemporary novels dealing with contemporary art economies can illuminate pressing issues of social exclusion, cultural financialization and global geopolitics. I contend that narratives such as those examined in this part do more than just exploring how art represents, or responds to, economic issues. If we assume that art economies are “our economies”, and therefore that art is at the center of the processes of economic deregulation, extractive colonialism and increasing general precariousness that we tend to associate with neoliberalism (see Coleman and James 2021), it follows that by examining specific artistic regimes we can learn how these processes operate locally and internationally.

These processes are not universal or stable. They change across time and space in ways that can be singled out and historicized. The aestheticization of everyday life might be felt as personal and untransferable, but it is also socially constitutive. The contemporary Mexican and Angolan fictions on visual creativity examined in Chapters 2 and 3 are particularly clear about the non-universal nature of neoliberal capitalism while pointing out that because of the shifting nature of global regimes of economic accumulation, the so-called peripheral literatures are best positioned to illuminate and historicize the different stages and shapes of late neoliberalism. In the book’s opening chapters, I argue that the incorporation of “artistic capitalism” and “artistic critique” into broader areas of the social and the economic is also context-sensitive and historical. My engagement with Mexican literature of the 1990s and Angolan fiction of the 2010s reveals that the triumph of a mode of individuation based on “artistic” values (such as flexibility, self-realization and connectivity) evolved in tune with the evolution of neoliberalism itself. Challenging the idea that so-called creative capitalism is a universal, all-encompassing force, I analyze how artistic and literary creators emerging from the Americas and Africa were subjected to regimes of economic deregulation and cultural instrumentalization as pervasive as those experienced by US and UK creators during the last decades of the 20th century.

My intention in these chapters is to show that contemporary literature focusing on the visual arts constitutes a prolific resource for dealing with the context-sensitive merging of culture and global economic transactions. I do so by focusing on the confluence of art and necro- and narcopolitics in the Americas in Chapter 2, and art and extractive, oil-powered economies in Chapter 3.8 In particular, the focus on contemporary literature from two different continents produced over different decades allows me to do two things: to challenge the intangible, immaterial aura we normally attribute to processes of financialization and art economies, and to demonstrate that all creative systems (and, in this case, those emerging in Mexico and Angola in the 1990s and 2010s, respectively) are conditioned by materialist economic exchanges and productive areas. I also attempt to counter the notion that the financialization of culture forecloses any space for aesthetics by generating a logic of increasing homogenization. Debates on extractive capitalism normally consider art as a secondary element, insignificant at worst, merely representational of a given state of things at best. I want to assert that different stages and forms of neoliberalization generate specific and non-exchangeable aesthetic regimes. I suggest that these regimes allow us to historicize and expand prevailing notions of creative capitalism and artistic criticism, revealing that no matter how persistent, the instrumentalization of culture under late capitalism is never reducible to a single form nor it is uncontestable.

Chapter 2 examines a novel that depicts a macabre art dealer and a precarious and vulnerable installation artist. Álvaro Enrigue’s La muerte de un instalador portrays a violent history of dependence and sadistic opportunism that runs parallel to the effects caused by the economic deregulation following the signature of the NAFTA agreement in the Americas. My interest in this novel derives from its capacity to transcend the particularities of a specific “art context” to speak out some of the most negative consequences of uncontrolled commerce and bordered vulnerability in Central America. The protagonist of La muerte de un instalador is Sebastián Vaca, a fine arts student who sees in the increasing international interest in contemporary Mexican art an opportunity for professional advancement without realizing that art economies are dominated by the same networks that determine how drugs, power and money circulate across the Americas. Not only does Vaca never get to fulfill his artistic dreams; he himself is turned into a macabre artwork when his dead body is exhibited as part of an art installation produced by Aristóteles Brumell, Vaca’s corrupt and vicious art dealer. Enrigue’s novel establishes a clear parallel between the evolution of contemporary art economies and narcocapitalism in Mexico, suggesting that such an interrelationship left cultural producers operating during the 1990s in a difficult position: on one hand, cultural labor became a platform to denounce the negative consequences of globalization and financialization; on the other hand, the same creators found themselves trapped and dependent on increasingly spectacularized structures for cultural circulation (the proliferation of art biennials during this decade is the best example of this phenomenon) that reproduce and model global economic exchanges. I argue that contemporary art allows writers such as Enrigue to engage with complex debates on the aestheticization of violence and the critique of globalization while giving us an accurate snapshot of a decisive moment in the evolution of neoliberalism, a moment marked by the confluence of economic deregulation and increasing vulnerability.

Examining different stages of that evolution, Chapter 3 moves forward in time to determine how cultural entrepreneurialism was instrumental for the economic expansion of energy colonialism in 2010s Africa, an expansion often paired with the creation of new and pervasive forms of economic dependence and extractive violence following global patterns of economic reterritorialization. Ondjaki’s Os Transparentes [Transparent City] and José Eduardo Agualusa’s A sociedade dos sonhadores involuntários [The Society of Reluctant Dreamers] are of particular relevance because they bring together art and oil economies as a way of challenging the assumption that the global configuration of the art economy is immaterial, and also as a way of coming to terms with the difficult articulation of anticolonial utopias, postcolonial nation building and neocolonial nightmares. These novels reveal that artistic avant-gardism can coexist with forms of financial accumulation based on the extraction of and global competition for raw materials. Ondjaki and Agualusa problematize the artistic entrepreneurial ethos emerging after the decolonization of Angola and the abandonment of state Socialism, and demonstrate how “artistic capitalism” and the collapse of revolutionary horizons in Africa go hand in hand with the emergence of new forms of extractive violence and neocolonial global arrangements. This understanding of the role of art in relation to oil economies is crucial, as it provides a nuanced view of extractive economic practices concerned with the way in which culture economies are deeply enmeshed in broader processes of global financial expansion. I argue that the novels discussed in this chapter counter the idea that creative capitalism acts as a tabula rasa that erases the past and homogenizes the present. Rather, we can see in Os Transparentes and A sociedade dos sonhadores involuntários a shifting, genuine way of conceiving artistic entrepreneurialism resulting from the strategic repositioning of socialist and anticolonial values alongside the rapid transformation of Angola’s capital city into a Dubai-like global financial hub.

My interest in the work of Ondjaki and Agualusa, however, is not simply historical, as I believe that novels such as Transparent City and The Society of Reluctant Dreamers do more than describe and denounce a given state of things. Both writers draw on artistic creativity in order to problematize their own position in the global literary marketplace, a position that is complex to say the least: if on one hand, their readership is restricted by the fact of writing in Portuguese and having to publish in the former metropolitan territory of Portugal (although the Brazilian literary market is increasingly paying attention to Portuguese-speaking African fiction), and on the other hand, both Ondjaki and Agualusa are multifaceted transnational and cosmopolitan cultural creators whose work is translated and discussed beyond Portuguese-speaking contexts.

The focus of Part II shifts from large-scale economic systems to an enquiry into the personal consequences of historical, context-sensitive (and art-driven) processes of neoliberalization.9 The main idea I explore in the two chapters comprised in this block is that creativity shapes personality, self-definition and self-investment in ways that are largely contextual and therefore not automatically applicable in other contexts. By tapping into three contemporary novels that explore how artistic expertise and creative entrepreneurialism mold the lives of many individuals (including those with no previous engagement with or interest in contemporary art), I adopt different theoretical approaches in order to define how artistic values generate normative and affective social patterns. I argue that the contemporary art novel is particularly useful for nuancing and further problematizing overarching concepts and categorizations such as post-Fordism or cognitive and artistic capitalism.

To give an example, it might be the case that artistic virtuosity as Paolo Virno (2004: 52) conceives it, the result of productive labor adopting the distinctive features of performing artists, becoming a sort of “activity which finds its own fulfillment, that is, its own purpose, in itself”, operates as a model for politics and immaterial labor. However, any influence and consequences it may have are far from universal or stable. Thus, Argenis Luna, the main character in Rita Indiana Hernández’s La mucama de Omicunlé, the novel I analyze in Chapter 5, is a virtuoso who does not fit in despite his creative talent and flexibility. The explanation of why this is the case is simple: the “art world” where he operates contains overlapping and often contradictory regimes of aesthetic value, including residual patterns imposed by (successive waves of) colonization. My point is not to contradict Virno or deny the utility of current debates on post-Fordism and immaterial labor for a reexamination of the art novel. On the contrary, I find that the contemporary art novel fits very comfortably into the debates about the hybridization of different forms of productive labor and the configuration of neoliberal modes of sociality. Theoretical tropes, such as Virno’s virtuoso, are essential to explain the new role the art novel is acquiring in modeling broader areas of the social and the political. The main novel is examined in Chapter 5, which deals with the misfortunes of a gifted painter who cannot find his place in an art education institution in the Dominican Republic, a subsidiary of the New York-based Parsons School of Design. It becomes clear that in some contexts, artistic virtuosity is not a permanent condition, but rather a privileged way of becoming productive by stealing a few hours from the tyranny of productivity under creative capitalism. These hours are rarer than ever, as the “creative” within creative capitalism gives way to increasingly expanded (albeit selective) contingency and precarity. At the same time, this part tries to find in the contemporary art novel a productive pathway for challenging the universality of the decisive transformations sketched out by authors like Virno.

Chapter 4 brings us to contemporary Portugal by way of José Saramago’s A Caverna [The Cave] and Kalaf Epalanga’s Também os brancos sabem dançar [White People Can Also Dance]. In these two very different novels, art is mobilized as a tool for reconceptualizing literary expertise in the shifting panorama of post-dictatorship and postcolonial Iberia. A Caverna follows the story of professional readaptation and personal sacrifice by the Algors, a family of potters that now provides clay sculptures for a large shopping center. Unable to keep their traditional clientele, the Algors have to reinvent themselves as amateur sculptors, embarking on a draconian process that drastically transforms a productive family unit as a consequence of the incorporation of business-oriented, on-demand modes of artistic creativity. While this novel has traditionally been read as an allegory of the malaise of mass consumerism and globalization, an interpretation favored by the fact that the novel lacks any geographical specificity, I contend that A Caverna, Saramago’s first novel after winning the Nobel Prize, served two purposes: the story of the potters turned into sculptors explores how artistic expertise was actively repurposed in the context of late 1990s Portugal, as the country was attempting to come to terms with its own position as a modern, cosmopolitan society now integrated into the selective club of the European Union; the destiny of the Algors, moreover, also helped Saramago in negotiating his own national and international prestige as his work was incorporated into the canons of world literature.

Kalaf Epalanga’s auto fictional novel Também os brancos sabem dançar provides an unexpected yet suitable counterpart to A Caverna, as it continues Saramago’s inquiry into artistic expertise from the point of view of multifaceted Afro-Portuguese cultural creators not greatly different from Epalanga himself. Written by the leader of the popular Afro-house and Kuduro band Buraka Som Sistema, Também os brancos sabem dançar addresses the moment when A Caverna ends, as the Afro-Portuguese characters featured in Epalanga’s novel advance alternative ways of mobilizing collaborative cultural production in order to escape from the commodification of diversity within a supposedly multicultural Lisbon, a former metropolis considered “the second most African European city”. This chapter examines the legacy of Portuguese imperialism along with the use of racial difference in the marketization of Lisbon. In my analysis, the celebration in the novel of informal cultural venues as sites of cultural affirmation for Afro-Portuguese citizens is measured against two main elements: the recycling of imperial nostalgia in the rebranding of Lisbon and the selective and problematic capitalization of Afro-Portuguese literature by Portuguese publishing houses. Art lies at the center of both elements.

In contrast with Saramago’s and Epalanga’s novels, Rita Indiana Hernández’s La mucama de Omicunlé [Tentacle] is analyzed in Chapter 5 as a way to assess how the financialization of cultural production also affects art activism and socially transformative aesthetics. A large part of La mucama de Omicunlé takes place in the Altos de Chavón School of Design, a private tertiary art education established in La Romana (the Dominican Republic) as a branch of the New York-based Parsons School of Design. Altos de Chavón revolutionized the Dominican artistic landscape by producing several cohorts of art students fluent in the cosmopolitan parlance of contemporary art. The creation of Altos de Chavón had a decisive impact on the Dominican art system, replacing modernist and medium-based values based on artistic skill with more ambiguous criteria based on flexibility and networking. This shift profoundly affects the novel’s protagonist, Argenis Luna, a talented painter who realizes that many of his skills as an artist are outmoded when he joins the Altos de Chavón School.

The work of Rita Indiana Hernández has traditionally been associated with a postmodern redefinition of identity in the context of a transnational Dominican Republic. My interpretation of La Mucama partially counters this view by framing the novel in more contemporary debates on artistic and literary autonomy and the role of culture when subjected to processes of neoliberalization. What we find in Indiana Hernández’s novel is not a rejection of modern, nation-based cultural institutions,10 but rather a complex process in which artists have to repurpose their goals in light of often competing systems of valorization. The analysis offered in this chapter deals firstly with art education and autonomy. In the second part of the chapter, I establish a dialogue with ecocritical Caribbean Studies, Macarena Gómez-Barris’ conceptualization of extractivism (2017), and Jason Moore’s articulation of the capitalist dimension of the Anthropocene (2015, 2016). My object in this part is the Sosúa Project, a collaborative ecocritical activist platform dependent on personal and corporate interests. From the vantage point that the Sosúa Project offers, I believe that La mucama de Omicunlé raises important questions on artistic autonomy, non-human agency and the action of visual creativity in relation to massive extinction and neocolonial extractivism.

The final part of this project has a speculative tone and inquires into the experimental condition of the art novel form in relation to radical forms of being in the world. Once normalized as a relatively stable narrative centered around personal and aesthetic development, the process of “becoming subject by becoming artist (and vice versa)”, the contemporary art novel challenges this process by introducing innovative narrative techniques and formal and conceptual elements. In this part, I examine five novels that problematize the relationship between the novel form and critical theory, invest in (and invent) a distorted phenomenology and speculate with a transdividual, that is, intersubjective process of becoming. I believe that the formal innovations present in these five examples go beyond the art novel and therefore have important consequences for the study of the contemporary novel form in general. In other words, I argue that these innovations are not gratuitous; on the contrary, they are actively and critically mobilized as part of a radical reimagining of “art to come”. Following Terry Smith (2019), I consider these five art novels to be deeply rooted in the contemporariness of imagining alternative art worlds, of leaving the door open for a kind of futurity that comes from a present where artistic (but also social) transformation and evolution are still an option.

My engagement with the novels analyzed in this part draws on debates on critical contemporaneity, but also the most basic elements of the art novel form.11 Here, I want to explore how specific forms can generate normative values. Art novels centered on the individualized process of becoming in artistic terms that traditionally defines many art novels entail a particular kind of perception, a particular kind of orientation toward the object(s) of art. These novels focus on art objects that are crucially understood as specific and specialized (therefore detached, distinguishable) from any other kind of objects. Despite their normative character, however, art novels are always propositional, always allowing for a critical reconsideration of our perception of aesthetic values and a radical redefinition of the process of becoming subject in artistic ways.

Chapter 6 begins to address these concerns by discussing the relationship between contemporary art novels on one hand, and art theory and criticism on the other. My discussion of art theory dialogues with and expands recent debates on the role of theory in the contemporary novel.12 To this end, I examine Miguel Ángel Hernández Navarro’s Intento de escapada [Escape Attempt] and Enrique Vila-Matas’s Kassel no invita a la lógica [The Illogic of Kassel], two novels that deploy critical theory as an innovative literary resource. In both cases, however, “theory” never conditions the evolution of the story, as it is strategically repurposed as a literary resource. Intento de Escapada, the story of a student of art history in Murcia, Spain, can be read as a critical commentary on the possibilities and limitations of participatory art. Kassel no invita a la lógica is the result of Vila-Matas’s participation in documenta 13. It is, then, part of a large-scale exhibition, the result of an art project, but also a long testimony of the writer’s participation in the art biennial circuit. It could be easy to interpret both novels as a sort of literalized criticism of the art system; but this would be missing much of the potential that contemporary art novels such as these two offer. Rather, I maintain that instead of giving up the possibility of using art as a platform for critical thought or satisfying themselves with negative criticism, Hernández Navarro and Vila-Matas use the novel format to visualize innovative ways of bringing together ideas and practices grounded on the creative potential of literary art worlds.

The protagonist of the novel analyzed in Chapter 7, Fe Verdejo, is a black Venezuelan curator working in Chicago on a large-scale project on female narratives of slavery in the Americas. As part of this project, Verdejo will discover a dress that belonged to Xica da Silva, an emancipated black woman who achieved social prominence and public recognition in colonial Brazil. Following an impulse, Verdejo will wear the costume, making it an instrumental part of her sadomasochistic and emancipative sexual relationship with her research assistant, the white Puerto Rican Martín Tirado. Partly an erotic novel, partly a “neo-slave” narrative, Mayra Santos-Febres’s Fe en Disfraz also entails important lessons linked to the productive promiscuity resulting from a distorted, queer orientation made possible in many art novels. My engagement with Fe en Disfraz relegates the relationship between Verdejo and Tirado to a second plane and instead focuses on an earlier moment in the narrative, when the curator first decides to wear the costume. A disguised Fe Verdejo, “Fe en Disfraz”, escapes from the safe confines of the art museum and ventures into the streets of Chicago during the night of Samhain, the pagan version of the carnival. Drawing on recent attempts to “disorient” phenomenology (Fred Moten (2018) and Sara Ahmed (2006, 2007)), but also borrowing relevant insights from critical Black Studies (Saidiya Hartman (1997), Lewis Gordon (2017) and Alexander Weheliye (2014)), my interpretation of Fe en Disfraz suggests that our genealogies of curatorial display are always distorted and incomplete, resulting from an “odd” and incomplete perception that nevertheless becomes productive as it allows us to challenge normative identities and stable categorizations. I see Fe en Disfraz as a central part of a decolonial phenomenology that uses art spaces to challenge white privilege and institutional racism, but also, and more importantly, to recognize the productive affectivity resulting from non-conforming ways of being in the world.

If phenomenology lies at the center of Chapter 7, the final chapter of this work has to do with transdividuality, a Spinozian concept attempting to capture the mutually constitutive nature of individualism and collectivism. My main objective in this chapter, which acts as a conclusion to this whole investigation into the contemporary art novel, is not to criticize individualism, but rather to assert, via Étienne Balibar (2020), that art novels (even those based on a celebratory assertion of individual subjectivity) are potentially transdividual. Art novels have been traditionally read through the prism of individualism. The “secular heroes” of many modern art novels were subjects moving against the current, attempting to throw off oppressive social conventions, asserting their unique and original creative subjectivity. With its emphasis on individualism, the art novel prefigures the logic of individuation that is integral to recent forms of creative capitalism. Jason Read (2016: 1) expresses the problem with total clarity when he acknowledges that

the individual has become not only the basis of political, cultural, and economic understanding but also the extent of all of our aspirations; the individual is both methodologically and prescriptively dominant; it is simultaneously all one needs to make sense of the world and the best that one could hope from it.


This conceptualization is particularly useful nowadays, when the process of narrating the self in artistic and cognitive terms is no longer a specific prerogative of “formal” artists, but rather a crucial influence that shapes the process of subject formation and individualization at a larger scale. Although Read begins his inquiry in 18th-century Europe, he also acknowledges the increasing relevance that the normalization of individuality has acquired.

This normalization is particularly evident when it comes to the art novel. An increasing number of individuals (re)present themselves as “creatives” and define themselves in “artistic terms”. Importantly, this reveals the expanded framework where contemporary “creative” life writing operates: contemporary art novels are no longer concerned with the creation of art objects through an activity, artmaking, that can be detachable from other facets of the personal and the professional. Rather, artistic creativity nowadays configures processes of subject formation and modes of socialization. That is, the process of “becoming self by becoming artist” which lies at the center of the art novel is all the more instrumental for the expanded, all-encompassing process of individuation proper of late neoliberalism. We could say, then, that the mode(l) of subjectivation we find in art novels also shapes contemporary modes of subjection at a large scale.

The two examples discussed in this chapter, María Gainza’s El nervio óptico and Carlos Fonseca’s Museo Animal, introduce important formal innovations to generate artistic narratives without an individual subject at their center. El nervio óptico is a highly subjective visit to Argentinian art history, one where the positions of the observer and narrator are continuously remixed and blurred amidst other temporalities and narratives. Gainza’s partly auto fictional alter ego in El nervio óptico shows herself often confused and disoriented, lacking clarity about the main reasons driving her to examine specific art works. Such confusion and disorientation, however, provide a platform for a reconsideration of art engagement as a relational and contingent activity, one based on the undifferentiating proximity of the observer and the observed. In the case of Museo animal, the narrative revolves around an exhibition emerging spontaneously, without the selective and organizational hand of a curator. By speculating about an art project that owes as much to chance as it does to human agency, Fonseca imagines an art world that has enormous socially transformative consequences, where multiple temporalities and agencies (both human and non-human) coexist and cooperate. Both novels dismantle the centrality of individual subjectivity and personal and professional evolution in the context of the art novel. They urge us to revisit the canon of this genre in search of transdividual proximities and alliances, revealing that art has always been a laboratory for alternative and renovative modes of sociality and subjectivation.

Taken together, the three parts comprised in this project attempt to explore less familiar understandings of literature, art and the contemporary. Although many pages of the book are dedicated to analyzing how culture is mobilized as an instrumental part of neoliberal reason, this is an optimistic project, one based on the idea that “art to come” is already being made. My belief is that neoliberal reason can be challenged by examining alternative art worlds emerging and operating beneath and beyond the pressing imperatives of financialization and marketization.

***

I close this introduction with some observations on intellectual influences, personal decisions and methodology. During the years it has taken to design and develop this project, I have had excellent travel companions in the form of previous scholarship on my topic. Sara Brouillette’s Literature and the Creative Economy (2014) changed my way of viewing literature and reading art and offered a valuable model for the in-depth, contextualized analysis the reader will find in the chapters of this book. Two edited volumes, Literature and the Global Contemporary (2017) and World Literature, Neoliberalism, and the Culture of Discontent (2019), were also instrumental in shaping my understanding of the role of art and literature within neoliberal regimes. Terry Smith has been an ongoing source of inspiration in my work, and his ongoing interest in historicizing contemporaneity has inspired a large part of this project as well. Throughout this project, “art worlds” is always thought and enunciated in plural and this is more than a conceptual decision. Rather, it attempts to capture how we make sense of ourselves “by and through artmaking” that I have encountered along the way in the last decade or so. The main ideas driving this project also come from the kind of thought effected by creative practitioners who refuse to be thematized. The list of artists, curators and art activists influencing these and the subsequent lines is too long to be mentioned here, but my deepest gratitude goes to the art practitioners that materialize and revolutionize the “critical” in critical thinking and acting.

As with many other things, the pace and the nature of this project changed substantially in 2020.
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