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In memory of Frank Ridley (Uncle Francis) ‘freethinker and campaigner … in the struggle for mental emancipation’.

(Epitaph, Highgate Cemetery, London)

The cure for boredom is curiosity. There is no cure for curiosity.

(Attributed to Dorothy Parker as cited in educational motivational posters)

Thanks to Howard Feather for his insight.




The cover photograph You Will Find What You Are Looking For is a paradox on several levels, with degrees of irony. First, the photo was taken at such an angle that when reading the sentence on the railing, it is difficult to decipher the words at the end of it, hence the irony of finding what you are looking for if you cannot see the full text. Second, the setting on Vauxhall Bridge in London has several messages tagged onto the railings from the Samaritans, with a phone number to call for those contemplating suicide. This context makes the message ambiguous at best, as its position on top of the rail suggests, even goads the viewer to jump over it into the river to find what is sought. Third, philosophically the message implies that the viewer suffers from existential anxiety and dissonance, hence seeks solace in finding what she is looking for, which quandary is a major theme of the book. Last, in the background of the photo is 85 Albert Embankment, better known as the MI6 building which houses the Secret Intelligence Service made famous by the Bond films. Ironically, this is situated adjacent to the historical site of the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens which had a reputation for debauchery and prostitution. So you may find what you are not looking for.
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The sociologist Georg Simmel (1971 [1903]) unravelled one conundrum for artists and the art they produce, which revolves around the meanings people make when interpreting culture.1 Besides individual self-reflexivity, the standard associated with the sensitive artist and consumer, Simmel was referring more widely to existence, trying to figure out how people create and maintain independent thought in light of the power of historical and social norms to determine it. He referred to this struggle as inherently related to modernity and how the effects of urbanity and ideology shape individual consciousness. An update on Simmel today and with a nod to Terry Eagleton’s (2000) notion of ‘culture wars’ might conceive how an artist navigates these tensions in terms of understanding art as: a civilized tradition, a commodity, an expression of individual identity or radical protest and dissent. Niels Bohr proclaimed the wonder and importance of paradox in relation to his work on quantum physics which he recognized as a method that starts to resolve complex and contradictory realities (Moore 1985), whereby there can be a synthesis of disparate and dissonant possibilities, however fleeting, a notion that underpins this book.

Many people wrestle with (post)modern life seduced by the notion that meaning is somehow reduced to self-determined intention however much shaped by a range of externalities. The artist (visual artist, musician, performer and writer) and consumer of art (viewer, reader and listener) are subtly coerced by pre-constructed discourses abetted by powerful cultural institutions (whether art schools and universities or museums and galleries) as well as the art markets and a panoply of promotional techniques. These art worlds (Becker 1982) or art systems (Luhmann 2000) map out art and what is the ‘best’, discursive processes underpinned by history and ideology with taste influenced by specific learnt understandings and promoted by cultural gatekeepers and institutions. Classification is affected by fashion and media persuasion, where cultural intermediaries utilize an armoury of resources to promote and sell the artist and institutional brand. Such cultural dynamics, often disguised as something more that shapes our knowledge and interaction with the arts, are set against the backdrop of postmodernism and in particular post-structuralism.2 Mutable frameworks of culture that are local and anecdotal rather than forged by modernist universal truths and grand narratives (Lyotard 1984) and constructed by competing regimes of truth (Foucault 2000), contrast with the overbearing monolithic logic of capitalism and the commodification of culture (Jameson 1998). Although there are no certainties of meaning especially when applying a postmodern lens, the irony for art systems is that the discourse of capitalism remains an all-powerful macro narrative with minor local variations, which continues to dominate value.

Postmodern relativity has to some extent collapsed differences, which appears to reject elitism and champions diversity and the popular, including excluded communities, individuals and their ideas. But class struggle and privilege is considered passé modernist jargon, leaving us free to self-identify and follow our dreams irrespective of structural realities and the enormous inequalities and problems this obfuscates. The chimera of greater choice and independence constructs people as consumers and exacerbates a form of pseudo-democracy commonly associated with choosing one brand over another and fake news, driven by Internet technologies and algorithms that offer yet deny freedoms. An outstanding contemporary paradox.

Notwithstanding this, the more art professes accessibility and embraces the mundane, everyday and popular, the more removed it becomes from these concerns. Art as a representative notion originating in the mimicry of nature and reality has been challenged not just by emotional power and abstraction but by politicized performance and activist-art (artivism) that utilizes real-life scenarios. Artivism in the main sits uncomfortably outside prestigious cultural institutions and art markets, as rich and established patrons may not warm to political art which challenges them, unless it offers status or can be converted into a good investment opportunity.

Pierre Bourdieu (1984) critiqued a ‘love at first sight’ response to art as there is a complicated interpretation and application of meanings related to the acquisition of cultural capital (education and knowledge) to garner social status, a key function of art and aesthetic taste. Notwithstanding the layers of meaning and countless possibilities of understanding that express the complexity and mutability of art, there continues to be a romantic and non-conformist tradition in the arts and a refusal to join the art system as a graffiti message painted on a bridge in East London aptly expresses (see Figure 1.1). This sentiment promotes the alienated artist figure as outsider and the voice of sanity and reason in a vicious competitive world.

[image: A graffiti message painted on the side of a bridge reads, I hope you NEVER fit in, framed by heart symbols at the beginning and end.]
Figure 1.1 I hope you NEVER fit in (2022), spray paint on metal, Three Mill Island, East London. Photo by Paul Clements 2022.



The endless appearance of tolerance towards diversity and the promotion of self-determined individualism seemingly scrambles the relationship between socially determined value and aesthetic taste underpinned by powerful cultural critics and institutions. Individual subjectivities as well as material ‘worth’ have increasingly filled the vacuum left by the dearth of criticality and objective judgement.3 Serious concerns by artists for humanity and progress co-exist with parody and cynicism (and have done so since before the flowering of modernism), although postmodern kitsch and irony saturate visual culture. What is considered art by some may not be accepted by others, and the continual ‘turns’ and fashions of disciplinary attention make it difficult to state exactly what art is (Preziosi & Farago 2012). And what of non-conformity and rebellion? Art collectors and connoisseurs may co-opt art that represents countercultural or experimental thinking to display their eccentric tastes and ‘special’ individualism.4 It is all very tame and contrasts with radical avant-garde intention to change the world as political art becomes ever more sporadic and isolated as it fends off recuperation from its peripheral position.

A more everyday quandary for budding artists concerns the difficulty of making a living from art, compounded by the metric of capitalism. The higher the price of the artwork (the accompaniment of ‘success’), the more exclusive the product becomes which financially excludes potential customers and undermines the ideal of affordable art. Moreover, reducing price to include these hypothetical consumers devalues the art, just one example of the problematic relationship between aesthetics and money.

The rarefied DNA of art and its markets drives competition and hierarchy, based on misconceptions that propel the exclusivity of art. There are issues about the extent to which established education in the arts (through school, art school, college and university) helps or hinders creative expression, and whether this experience de-radicalizes the artist. The academic route may work against a more existential, social and political manifestation that strikes at the heart of being an artist, whereby vocational conformity and the effects of art world networking assuage career aspiration. UK and US universities, for example, increasingly promote vocation (which in turn promotes the university) whereby important concerns around earning a living can dilute or supplant radical interests. Career progression opens up a pandoras box of conundrums about authenticity and integrity. Gerald Raunig (2007) has argued for the removal of art from institutional controls altogether and to develop aesthetic strategies around radical political and ideological systems of intervention, not least to critique its commodification. Engagement in the art system is something to react against; hence, radical insider artists use their knowledge and contacts to engage with the edges of art in contrast to the mythical romantic outsider.

Possibly the artist works best as aesthete, ethnographer, philosopher and social historian documenting life and ideas in all their guises, from experience, intuition and observation. For example, the photographer Peter Lavery (1997) who works in South London documented circus life (reminiscent of US documentary photographer Bruce Davidson). He lived alongside the artistes often sleeping rough, to better understand his subject. This autonomy of lifestyle bestows authenticity, the essence of which is difficult to define, but concerns a lived perspective and the primacy of perception (Merleau-Ponty 1993). The notion of artist autonomy is a privileged albeit problematic position, with designs for post-autonomy evaluated.

Notwithstanding this, the arts have evolved from realistic representations that refer to the natural world, religious narratives, powerful people and important national and local events; to expressions of political ideology, emotional experiences, philosophy, the inner psyche, aesthetic abstraction and much experimentation. Modern artists are construed as a mouthpiece of collective and unconscious ideas, which taps into the zeitgeist of the age, hence recognized as modern-day shamans or in contrast quicksilver charlatans.

Arguments about signage in museums and galleries highlight whether a better understanding of artist intention aids or obfuscates the viewer’s engagement. The extent to which the artist, art object, exhibiting institution or audience appears to dominate the conversation and the mediation of meaning is an on-going debate.

In terms of understanding the wider context of art, Raymond Williams (1961: 57–70) maintained that it is the ideal of human perfection and a reflection on human thought and experience. He cautioned against simplifying culture through theory as what it means to people is complex, notwithstanding issues around ethical analysis. Peter Carey (2005) provocatively iterated the need to distinguish between culture and ethics which readily become entangled in the arts.

Although postmodernism appears to promote cultural democracy, diversity and individualized creativity, hierarchies of taste persist as does the ideological underpinning of culture with a powerful discursive language that embeds notions of professional or amateur, cultural insider or outsider, good or bad art, legitimate or peripheral culture. Such binary notions persist, a modernist construction that favours one pole of the binary and derides the other (which like the terminology of anti-art is reversible, reactive and often confusing), offering a variable synthesis of opposition, attraction and dysfunction. Suffice to say this process reinforces legitimate culture which filters and recuperates opposition through institutional and market processes.

Representations of relativity and diversity presume that we have moved on from binary logic, and self-identification suggests subjective responses to life enable us to be whatever we want to be. This solipsism is an unrealistic charade and construction of identity that promotes a narcissistic world offering the perception of endless opportunity. Nonetheless, identity slips back into binary mode whereby I am this therefore not that, or because I am not that, I must be this. Identification can be a tenuous and tricky construction, impacting on freedom and fluidity, influencing and influenced by social mores and tastes.

The tendency to approve or disprove of aspects of culture is well represented by social media, however much some sites have attempted to greater diversity, range and gradations of liking. Some people encompass all tastes and like everything, which may appear open-minded and/or inauthentic, whilst others are damning of certain styles and fashions, which may appear small-minded and/or inauthentic. Culture, fashion and taste shift-shape into different positions, seldom remaining static however much people may want them to, and post-structuralism brings an anti-essentialist and changeable understanding better appreciating the contextuality of signification, the unpredictable and ambiguous process of meaning-making. Visual texts and symbols soak up and develop new or subliminal meanings irrespective of artist intention and accepted interpretation as art mediates a multiplicity of possibilities. A risqué erotic pose created by one generation of artists may be viewed with hilarity by the next, revealing the prudish mores of the time, and radical satire from that era may seem rather tame or quirky. The converse is also the case,  as for example, the outrageous satirical cartoons of the aristocracy and powerful politicians by the radical 18th-century British caricaturists Thomas Rowlandson and James Gilray are as hard hitting today as ever. Even so, individual reaction will vary according to context, knowledge and experience.

Notwithstanding this rumination on taste and identity, this book leans towards a post-structural and phenomenological position for art, an everydayness and lived reality liberated from discursive constraints and hierarchical effects which encourages thinking and creativity. It teases out multiple concerns around paradox, for example, concerning the co-existent and often contradictory ideals, functions and possibilities of culture. The Oxford English Dictionary (2023) recognizes paradox as ‘a statement or proposition which, despite sound (or apparently sound) reasoning from acceptable premises, leads to a conclusion that seems senseless, logically unacceptable or self-contradictory’. It is a word derived from the Greek term paradoxon which concerns conflicting opinion and illuminates the vagaries, inconsistencies and ironies of experience, a statement that appears true but on further investigation may be ambiguous, exposing variability and absurdity.

The artist in traditional individual guise persists embedded in ritual notions of connoisseurship, which elitist trace or spirit affects new classifications demarcated by and taught in select art institutions, binding creativity into mutating versions of legitimate and established culture however much disavowed by populist postmodern thinking. These hybrid art possibilities consciously draw upon minority and popular culture to offer broader signification, arguably constructing a confected notion of cultural democracy and diversity. Art remains an avenue for the ‘best’ that can be produced (whatever this may be), competition, hierarchy and exclusivity, motifs that are then critiqued by romantic and political art or through avant-garde, public and community arts practices which seek alternative functions for art.

The book interrogates the possibilities and limitations of art and engages with the margins, whether the radical, quirky, kitsch, illicit, excluded, unfathomable or unfashionable, which replenishes the system. The broad definition of the arts suggested is itself a point of debate particularly in established circles which may prefer a narrow and more controlled conceptualization. This delimits the scope of art thereby retaining its traditional elitist language and DNA, retaining hierarchical notions of quality and rigid classification.5 Like a neat, minimal and symmetrical garden, some people prefer a restricted and tidy palette and feel secure with determined thinking about what is and isn’t art, notwithstanding irony which torpedoes such symmetry. Others prefer a wild garden without borders, a less conformist, more challenging and broader understanding of visual culture to include other realities, whereby unloved plants (weeds), manure, disorderliness and decay is considered more ‘natural’ therefore authentic.6

There has been an historical shift in cultural value especially by governments in democratic societies. Cultural policy has been pared down to instrumental concerns, the extrinsic social value of the arts and in particular cultural economics. The extent to which it is possible to delineate the arts in such a manner is a moot point, as instrumentalism alone offers an inadequate explanation for producing or consuming art, its complexity and the mutability of meaning. The increasing celebritization of artists and the power of the art market highlight the imbalance between the constituent parts of democratic liberal society, whereby economic, social, cultural and political freedoms are increasingly undermined by an overbearing economic function, creating dysfunction. One example concerns indigenous Aboriginal Art which was originally created for tribal and ritualistic purpose but is now produced to sell to collectors, an everyday social function replaced by commodity value (Preziosi & Farago 2012: 52–70).

The leviathan of the marketplace is destroying cultural value enabled by technology, which exacerbates inequality and marginalization. Stephen Zepke (2014: 37) critiqued artistic practices for lacking creativity with, ‘resistance … aggressively marketed as one of art’s selling points’, de-radicalizing the content. Digital art forms exemplify this and offer commodity centred on non-fungible tokens creating units of data that are virtually banked and readily converted into cryptocurrency.

James Oliver (2007) referred to the notion of affluenza, which offers a medicalized discourse for understanding the obsessive need to have or make more money at whatever cost. It highlights the existing wealth inequalities linked to unhappiness, with wealth-seeking an addictive and all-consuming process that exacerbates artificial needs and is sustained by the advertising industry and metric of capitalism. This questions why collectors buy art especially if it is stored away in vaults, with some consumers completely indifferent to the art they buy and merely interested in material value,7 which commodification obfuscates and warps alternative values to the market. Another conundrum surrounding economic value is how the work ethic or the impression of hard work helps to shape artistic worth, even though it may not necessarily drive creative desire nor produce the ‘best’ art. Artists may be exhausted by their creative outpourings which may appear haphazard, obsessional and unrelated to the work ethic or they may be driven by a need to resist or lampoon the marketized system or both.

An example of the ambiguities created by the market is embodied by Pablo Picasso. He created over 3,500 designs of ceramic pots mass produced in large, limited editions (Maneker 2015), which he daubed with various coloured squiggles at his Villa Galloise at Vallauris in the South of France. He was a communist and probably laughing at a ridiculous market system that sold his glazed ceramics for large amounts of money. Picasso acted like a capitalist however much tongue-in-cheek, playing up to his celebrity and clowning around for effect in his villa to invited guests and making oodles of money, not exactly conforming to the work ethic. Minimal work for maximum profit critiques today’s ‘casino capitalism’ (Holmes 2009) and the reality of a celebrity lifestyle and the super-rich who can make money with little effort because of their wealth.

In contrast, the mythology of fanatical artists fighting the system and working all hours at any cost without recourse to any other life also may be a harsh reality (or myth), but it does not necessarily equate to relevant or interesting art. Expressive and creative desire may coincide with a bout of mania rather than affluenza, whether the manic depressive on a ‘high’ or a schizophrenic experiencing a psychotic episode. Conversely, art production may be mundane and produced in a far from romantic manner and calculated for profit.

Competition in the arts is fierce and work produced readily conforms to benchmarks created by established cultural practices, art markets and institutional diktats.8 There is kitsch commercial art, prankster art, pretty ‘chocolate box’ art, pastiche whereby economic function shapes ‘art’ markers of taste, created for specific markets and consumers. The critic Jonathan Meades (2021) derided the use of the term ‘creatives’ in the cultural industries as it does not signify those who create ‘art’, but who make money from art, which is not a creative process. It also highlights the appropriation of the term by business and managerial rationales, hence the terms creative industry and entrepreneurship abound.

Despite the efforts of avant-garde groups to re-present art practices and everyday life, the established art system co-opts these and constructs ‘successful’ artists who are revered and deemed special, cachet that contrasts with secondary artists deemed of minor value and importance. Gregory Sholette (2011) referred to unsuccessful artists as the ballast that props up and pays for those few who succeed.

We live in a culture of risk, anxiety and obsessive control, with art under pressure from historical and institutional classifications, which we internalize manipulating our creative responses. So the book looks to schizoanalysis and other hypothetical understandings (including abjection, assemblage, co-production and phantasmagoria), which are techniques that engage with our creative selves and desire for liberty, autonomy and radicality (Deleuze & Guattari (2004 [1972]: Chapter 4). The term is derived from schizophrenia and reconfigures our unmediated thoughts and sensations to escape the limitations that restrictive practices impose on the artist.

Desire for liberation from these restrictions helps promote dissensus and opposition to legitimate art worlds, a paradoxical situation whereby defying the established system often produces radical artists who are later co-opted. Stephen Zepke (2014: 31) acknowledged that schizoanalysis functions to inject possibility and political reality by piercing dominant ideological and representational systems, a disjunctive synthesis of different realities, ideas and desires that challenge art, the artist and viewer.

The ‘mad’ artist who offers a romantic outsider perspective is typified by the autistic visionary George Widener. His urbanscapes that mix city vistas with calendar numbers were intended as a form of divination, a private transrational understanding, which idiosyncrasy reflects his authenticity. As Roger Cardinal (2009) stressed, his carefully crafted ‘reality’ is original invention that reflects his inner world and challenges our perceptions and notions of normality. The hybrid assemblages of numbers and cityscapes in his paintings operate on one level through time and space to challenge material reality. And on another level, by suggesting that a painting is a material object that divines the future, it offers a spiritual and revolutionary function for art and enables anticipatory consciousness (Clements 2017a: 35–7).9

‘Mad’ artists are unwittingly recuperated into competitive art worlds, endorsing an ideology that highlights the ‘unique individual’. A world of elite artists, sport and music celebrities, television and film stars and super-rich financiers advances a notion of people who are so special that they must exist outside society, which lends itself to mystification and distortion. The flip side of this representation of artists is malfunction, a special person unable to cope with the strains of everyday life due to hyper-sensitivity, neurosis, obsession or psychosis, offering symmetry with notions of social exclusion.

The importance of ‘other’ ways of understanding art as well as the world can challenge established ideas and approximates to an avant-garde mindset, which has been documented through numerous art manifestos that have railed against the control of established powers and commodification (Clements 2017a: Chapter 3; Danchev 2011). The individual rebel anti-artist may display risqué popular taste preferences and spout political slogans as an effect, which may be self-orientated publicity and nothing more than an empty gesture to sell the brand. Rebellion and difference can appear radical without having to engage in the realpolitik and messy mundane practicalities of changing the world or challenging corporate or state power. The re-construction and re-representation of meaning in art is a continual process with socio-political criticism injected or washed out of the aesthetic accordingly.

One of the oldest affirmations of the individual concerns conformity, whereby individual needs and interests correspond to social needs and cohesion to enable social unity. Criticisms of this conservative function is that it fails to engage with power, hegemony or new ideas, ever reliant on how things have been done in the past, which art both represents and challenges. Arguably, ‘the shock of the new’ label that Robert Hughes (1991) used to explain and critique modern contemporary art and the co-option of avant-garde rebellion, too readily commodifies meaninglessness. Shock value has become de rigueur in contemporary (post)modern art, art cinema, avant-garde theatre and punk rebellion, often shock for the sake of shock without any deeper significance other than highlighting individualism.

The creative Frankfurt School thinker Herbert Marcuse (1969: 45–6) referred to ‘bad functionalism’ and how it recruits and dictates our sensibilities organizing these into a ‘false automatism’, a form of social engineering that denies liberation. Albert Camus (2018a [1958]) referred to false freedoms whereby the privileged first and foremost defend their cultural entitlement if this is encroached upon, rather than defend wider freedoms for all. There is ambivalence towards humanitarianism and collective thinking and Jacques Rancière (2004a) maintained that this and the quest for liberation have been hampered by disenchantment created by the failure of the 1960s counterculture.

Taking a political perspective, Serge Guilbaut (1980) noted how the socialist art of 1930s America and Europe gave way to what appeared apolitical liberalism, with the global centre of visual art moving from Paris to New York after the Second World War. Citing Barnett Newman’s use of the term International Modernism, he stressed the importance of Clement Greenberg’s article Avant-garde and Kitsch (1939), in which the critic attempted to construct a new formalist theory and to depoliticize art for American tastes and promote Abstract Expressionist paintings by home grown artists. This coincided with the wider historical move of isolationist America to world superpower after the war, hardly apolitical.

Sociologist Diana Crane (1987) set out the changing faces of avant-garde discourse from late 19th-century aesthetic rebellions within and against the institutions of art (including the Impressionists and Post-impressionists); to 20th-century socio-political reaction expressing alienation and opposition to bourgeois norms (from Futurists, Dadaists and Surrealists); and its recuperation in the United States after 1940, with the artist now an ‘aesthetic innovator rather than social critic’ (Crane 1987: 45). She stressed the vital importance of ‘acquaintance networks’ which prefigures the overly networked reality of today’s coteries and cliques who support specific artists, radical groups and causes. Crane was writing before the social turn in the 1990s which witnessed a resurgence of interest in social utility, albeit around participation and inclusivity rather than revolution. This renewed focus on performativity, inclusion and identity, mainstream and material culture (Drucker 2005: 26), included relational aesthetics (Bourriard 2002) which is critiqued. Identity politics became popular as witnessed through the autobiographical work of Anthony Gormley who repeatedly cast bronze statues of himself (for example, Another Place (1997) and Event Horizon (2007)); and Cindy Sherman who repeatedly shot photographs and filmed herself in different Hollywood and televisual roles (for example, Untitled #224 (1990) and Imitation of Life (2016)). In contrast to singular identity politics, post-structural ideas re-inject art with diverse possibility and purpose, moving away from artist intention and controlled meanings.10

A major function (or dysfunction) of the successful artist is to provide luxury goods for an elite market, and to perform the role of artist thereby satisfy the buyer and justify the price tag. The British potter Grayson Perry (2014), ever ready to promote himself, recounted how the first art prize he received he awarded to himself as part of an art college performance. Besides markers of status, the art collector is desperately searching for an essence that combines charisma, novelty and originality embodied through the artist and embedded in the art. This elixir supposes there is an alchemical process whereby collectors convert creative autonomy and authenticity into money with the payback that this in turn enhances artist status. Perry (2014: 93–5) unpicked this flannel through his explanation of irony which has become the default position for many postmodern artists. But irony compromises romance, belief, sincerity, truth and integrity, all of which are in short supply today, essences that wealthy buyers perhaps crave. Art has become a cynical business, which challenges its ‘renaissance’ function to articulate our humanity through knowledge, emotional and spiritual expression. Artists are commodities with resistance vacuumed up by the brand which can offer a very appealing but harmless rebel that the collector can buy and the agent can promote, as popularized by ‘rock’ celebrity culture.

The notion of artists playing along with a cynical materialist system whilst searching for something else, whether through aesthetic experiment, the expression of radical ideas, humanitarianism, greater understanding, spirituality or emotional worth constructs an ambiguous reality. Jean Baudrillard (2005) critiqued artist autonomy as the very networked nature of entry into a legitimate art world is status placing, thereby negates autonomy. Mischievously, he argued that only wild spontaneity and silence denies recuperation (Baudrillard 1983), which in effect alters very little as refusal to participate only obfuscates and delays recuperation.

There are important externalities and contexts that influence and filter the meanings of art highlighting contextuality. For example, a graphic visual joke about an excessively arrogant politician who talks so much rubbish that he vomits verbal diarrhoea (which arguably the citizens of both the United Kingdom and the United States have recently experienced), may not be very funny in a refugee camp suffering an outbreak of cholera. These externalities include artistic fads and fashions, novel currencies that maintain its mutable character and possibilities that present different takes on meaning, and arguably an audience focus has indented the primacy of artist intention.

In practice the artist’s intended message is contextual and often ambiguous. An example is Olafur Eliasson’s (2019), Glacier Melt Series 1999/2019 shown at Tate Modern, London, which documented 45 melting glaciers in Iceland using photographs taken over a 20-year span.11 It presented a scientific and objective analysis to showcase the extent of climate change. In contrast one of his most popular pieces, exhibited earlier at Tate Modern, was his Turbine Hall commission The Weather Project (2003), a paean to the life force of the sun represented by a huge orange disc and appropriate lighting. The audience participated in this project by using the space as a place to relax, as though on a beach or in a park basking in this bright symbol of fun, life and leisure. Audience reaction was positive and created a countercultural vibe, very different to the usual gallery experience.

Although global warming has been a pertinent issue for over 50 years, it has really come of age since The Weather Project was exhibited, not just through the work of climate change groups like Climate Action, Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil, but due to young activists like Greta Thunberg (and elderly ones such as Sir David Attenborough). She brought home the message of climate change to a new youthful audience who have responded through worldwide demonstrations which in turn has appeared to sting governments into action. But, as Thunberg eloquently suggested after the 2021 COP 26 meeting of world leaders in Edinburgh and their response to climate change, ‘they even succeeded in watering down the blah, blah, blah, which is quite an achievement’ (BBC News 2021), suggesting much scepticism.

So how do we now understand The Weather Project (ostensibly about English fascination with the weather and audience focused), in light of the seismic shift in interest about the sun and its effects on global warming and damage to the planet? The sun symbolizing lazy days on the beach is very different to the sun symbolizing global ecological disaster. Serious issues around climate change were intended and encoded into the Glacier Melt Series 1999/2019, unlike The Weather Project which in the main was interpreted as fun. It appeared to worship the power of the sun as the ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans had done, precisely because it is so powerful, very different to criticizing its power to melt glaciers and ultimately the world.

Rancière (2004a) highlighted the paradox for artists under the impression that they are creative individuals who are freely able to express and communicate their innermost ideas and souls. The aesthetic regime polices creative responses that filters and affects our understanding and translation of the art experience, but not completely as it is dependent upon the way in which we decipher the codes encrypted (Hall 1993) and the ‘community of interpretation’ that we endorse (Preziosi & Farago 2012). Understanding can be affected by hidden traces in the art, curation and language used to describe it and how the different variables that construct meaning interrelate (Derrida 1998 [1974]). Our agency as viewers is affected by the various strands to the assemblage, which post-structural emphasis underpins the mutability of meaning.

We tend to conform to pre-existing methods of interpretation, a learnt process that shapes our notion of freedom and who we are. The illusiveness of such freedom was set out by an anonymous artist who exhibited at the Freedom exhibition of prisoner’s art in London (Koestler Arts 2022). The piece entitled Freedom’s Paradox was a text written on the floor. It stated that, ‘Freedom is a gift to which you can’t give value until you lose it’, which paradox highlights incarceration but also how we subtly squander and at the same time discover our agency. It stresses the importance of realizing freedom to reconfigure meaning and personal value on our own terms thereby emancipate our creative ideas.

Rancière’s (2004b) theoretical platform, the ‘distribution of the sensible’, factors in how we consciously or unconsciously engage with the right way of expressing ourselves creatively and responding to art, which questions our agency. This notion exemplifies how cultural institutions construct the rules of art, discourses of taste and coerce meanings so that we often uncritically accept what is considered the ‘best’ art. For example, imagine an English period drama set in a 19th-century Baronial mansion with guests performing a formal Regency dance at the summer ball. When the music plays people start to enact the Quadrille, a set of four couples dancing in a square in a very specific and formal manner, using staged and learnt dance moves. The dancers display knowledge and skill of how to perform, but rather than expressing their individual agency they conform to social convention. No twisting, jiving, shaking, twerking or mashing the potato, or refusal to dance. The distribution of the sensible is precisely that, the sensible or correct manner that society expects people to engage with and respond to culture within any context, which is fashion conscious. There are specific scripts that are expected from artists and audiences alike however liberating or wide-ranging the art and its interpretation may appear.

Rancière reiterated the lack of individual agency, which concurs with a range of writers on culture. People are directed and channelled socially and ideologically through the roles that they adopt (Althusser), their habitual choice of taste categories (Bourdieu) and by the power of aesthetic, psychological, institutional and market discourses (Foucault) to determine meaning.

In response to post-structural freedom and diversity, capitalism continues as a macro-narrative that shapes our responses, commodifying culture and taste value. The paradox is that it digests other ideas and ideologies, even those critical, which is aptly expressed through Satan Shoes. The global corporation Nike co-opted Christianity to sell trainers (sneakers) with their novel Jesus shoes which were manufactured in 2019 using water from the River Jordan and blessed by a priest. MSCHF, an American artivist collective, then manufactured a range of trainers in response to this recuperation of Christianity for profit. Satan Shoes were manufactured by mixing a drop of blood from any one of 15 different employees to manufacture 666 pairs of trainers, flagging up the mark of the devil, and in addition a pentagram charm referring to Satan from Luke 10:15 was written onto the laces. This in turn was recuperated by capitalism as 665 pairs were sold in less than a minute online for £740 each (Ferrier 2021), concurring with Fredrik Jameson’s (1998 [1983]) critique that capitalism drives a superficial postmodern culture of dazzling pastiche that underpins consumerism and undermines meaningful art. Money here is the value rather than experiencing challenging art, and although Satan Shoes defies consumer capitalism, the trainers are co-opted as part of it. Albert Camus stressed the responsibility of modern artists to challenge the establishment, create a better world and eschew egotism as, ‘art cannot be a monologue’ (Camus 2018b [1950]: 13) nor a plaything of self-absorption. Hence its complexity, directed towards specific socio-political functions whilst aesthetically adaptive, creative and open ended in character. Arguably Satan Shoes highlights the limitations of radical political and ethical art, and its ‘ironic’ relationship with the market.

This book is experimental in tone and stitches together disparate cultural positions, ideas and practices employing aesthetic, art historical, cultural, philosophical, political, psychological and sociological notions to navigate art and the role of artist and is not too verbose. It highlights the complexity, importance and absurdity of art, with much interest in the periphery where art tries to escape the power of institutional mores and market determination. There is a brief outline of each chapter below with a more detailed albeit condensed introduction at the beginning of each chapter.

Initially the book offers background definition and a broad art historical and socio-cultural understanding of art. It foregrounds institutional art and discontented modernism, rebellious aesthetic and political reaction which embraces avant-garde and anti-art sentiment (Chapter 2). The functional and instrumental value of art is detailed and expressed through cultural policy and reactions to this with particular interest in the art system. Positive and negative social impacts are detailed and critiqued highlighting the important function of radical art to emancipate (Chapter 3). The function of artist autonomy and morality in art is evaluated, with a case study of Russian Constructivism that highlights radical social and political purpose. The notion of constructed assemblage offers agency that expresses the phenomenological reality, which contrasts with the commodification of art and the effects of emotional capitalism (Chapter 4). This leads to an exploration of the possibilities and limitations of art. Urban creativity and social reformation highlight the tensions and effects of expert knowledge which structural constraints are internalized as dissonance. Issues with diversity and cultural democracy are detailed through community and public artforms, including the influence of commercial art toys and play (Chapter 5). A focus on the edges of art and ‘art as life’ conjures up heady ethereal notions of the sublime and desire, whilst junk art highlights the power of the object and transgression. Quirky slow art and forgery further challenges mainstream conceptualizations, with digital art possibly the most challenging development or cynical recuperation (Chapter 6). Populism in art is contrasted with elitism, also highlighting their similarities and the issues with binary thinking. Theory around popular culture emphasizes the complexity of art with a critical popular modern understanding offering an edgy experimentalism in contrast to postmodern surface, with notions of marginality and post-autonomy developed (Chapter 7). The edges of sanity and creative expression offer an extreme exploration of schizoid art which showcases notions of schizoanalysis and abjection, with creative cameos of gendered expression by artists offering diversity of meaning. The need for radical art manifests itself through authenticity and individuality which disrupts powerful established discourses, whereby a hybrid thick-and-thin ‘anartist’ driven by liberty and desire offers a playful but critical role (Chapter 8). The book concludes by summarizing various positions and developing specific themes around paradox, collusion, ambiguity and mental emancipation, highlighting the incompatibilities that contribute to the dissonance art generates (Chapter 9).

Notes


	Although the notion of ‘artist’ refers to those who self-consciously create ‘art’, this usually excludes creativity and interpretation by audiences and non-artists as well as the more collective nature of creative production. The term culture embraces all expressive practices, habits, thoughts and communications, which better recognizes the use of the term ‘art’ in this book. There are artists who do not reckon that they are artists and those who do not want to be labelled as such, and what is deemed art by artists, gatekeepers and audiences may differ. It offers a volatile, complex and contested understanding.

	Post-structuralism is critical of structural powers and fixity whereby analytical thinking emphasizes uncertainty, various and mutable meanings.

	An objective position at best refers to one that has no underlying institutional or market agendas and is removed from the branded or opinionated views of a person who has an overly subjective opinion.

	The controversial Portuguese football manager Jose Mourinho referred to himself as ‘the special one’ to give him an edge and distinguish himself and his success from other football managers. Art lovers and collectors are possibly less overt in their claims.

	There are then questions about the role of those gatekeepers who classify art and determine quality, and why they have the power to do so.

	This binary horticultural metaphor befits the language that has been employed by the Arts Council in the United Kingdom and its policy directives.

	It reminds me of a stock answer when teaching unresponsive students. To engage them I ask for an opinion about a key issue to which some might reply that they have no opinion, which sums up complete indifference.

	Institutional mores are far from homogeneous, but within museological and gallery spaces there are hierarchies. For example, the older established publicly funded institutions may exhibit art that expresses traditional canonical tastes leaving more recently created institutions to focus on modern, experimental and contemporary art.

	The radical Marxist Ernest Bloch (1988) used the term ‘anticipatory consciousness’ as the awareness of revolutionary hope that makes visible the changes required to resolve alienation and enable social justice, which has a utopian derivation.

	Post-structural concepts include actor network theory, art matrix and assemblage, whereby artworks act as agents that mediate artist and viewer agency and co-produce multiple meanings and functions, hence offering diversity of interpretation (Preziosi & Farago 2012).

	Eliasson is a brand bridging exhibition and commercial concerns as well as ecological ones, displaying much entrepreneurial acumen (Wilmsen 2020).






2What Is ‘Art’ and Who Is the ‘Artist’?

DOI: 10.4324/9781003315315-2


There is a short overview of visual art that highlights definitions, fashions, inventions, reactions and re-inventions. This preamble is not comprehensive with a focus on the power of established institutional art, the avant-garde and resistance. After defining art there is some background theory including positions on aesthetics (Danto), its social determination (Dickie) and assumptions about art (Berger). Other factors include the diversity and autonomy of art (Hall), its socio-historical provenance and changeable, specialized but ordinary quality (Williams). There are issues of craft and radical social utility in everyday life (Morris), which political function contrasts with elitist European court culture and aristocratic patronage, ‘high’ art that promotes the church and state (Williams). An onus on romanticized individualism, ‘genius’ and competition have determined modern art (Mould), as has specialized and concentrated perception (Williams). In contrast Christo created art that is non-functional and impermanent, although few artists engage in alternative ideas outside the mainstream (Miles). In the 19th-century liberal bourgeois philanthropists brought the arts to working class audiences in London to re-shape their habits (Cole), which contrasted with the elite notion that they belong to educated higher class men (Reynolds). Dubuffet questioned the nature of art preferring Raw Art outside established parameters, whilst Deleuze and Guattari challenged creativity and how artists are pre-programmed. The former UK Labour government highlighted the social and economic utility of the arts, reducing culture to a creative industry. The status of artists varies and the successful are tightly networked globally, whilst the rest are embedded in precarious labour and inequalities. Networks are hitched to market value with subjectivity to a large extent reduced to economic processes (Léger). Radical bohemian art networks and the creative class (Florida) have been recuperated to express the new spirit of capitalism (Boltanski & Chiapello), with ‘cool capitalism’ incorporating disaffection (McGuigan), ideological practices that radical artists need to pierce in order to resist the materialization of culture and create progressive art (Miles). A broader post-structural understanding of the communication of meaning beyond artist intention and aesthetic notions of art employs actor network theory (Latour), an alternative understanding of meaning-making whereby human and non-human actors and concepts construct fluid assemblages articulating meaning.

Institutional art reflects the establishment and celebrates nationalism, war, important institutions and worthy members of society with examples given. Art is also a vehicle for its discontents as expressed by Picasso’s Guernica and consolidates ‘other’ ideological positions including those associated with fascism. Traditionally art has been categorized pejoratively, a hierarchy of quality with the ‘dark matter’ of creative production the flipside of this hierarchical system (Sholette) suggesting the need for individuals and groups of artists to control their output (Benjamin). European modernism and the status of individual artists is detailed with a critique of traditional gendered representation of the individual male ‘genius’ (Battersby), which has shifted historically in line with the bifurcation of elite and popular culture (Di Maggio), and romantic focus on the outsider (Wilson). Modern political, romantic, realist and avant-garde art has offered alternatives to and critiques of the grim industrial reality of capitalist manufacturing. And the function of aesthetics is highlighted in terms of learnt scholarly taste, cultural legitimacy and hierarchies of culture (Bourdieu), whereby aesthetics can act as a radical catalyst embedded in worldly concerns, playfulness and sensuousness (Marcuse). These art practices reflect experience and construct representational regimes disrupted by politics, which together formulate new understandings of artist autonomy and diversity (Rancière), influenced by and in reaction to Eurocentric art history. Although the art regime reinforces conservatism, which differs from reality and hostage to established processes, hence radicality is problematic. The political art of the Visible Collective sediments the exclusion of Muslims, expressing the iniquities of life, whilst living an alternative heterotopian lifestyle. It introduces the avant-garde sublation of art into everyday life, and the fusion of a political ‘life as art’ representation, with ‘art as life’ living. A global scope highlights the limitations of Western art canons, as diversity has accompanied greater commodification and homogeneity of art, a reality that cannot be separated from the spectacle and a schizophrenic system that offers a critical role for art (Deleuze & Guattari).

The theory of the avant-garde (Bürger) re-positioned art as everyday political revolution, illustrating radicality through art and manifesto as promoted by Soupault and Dada, or Breton and the Surrealists. The complex relationship between the individual and society, reality and unconscious is explored with reference to the non-conformist individualist Dalí and his Face of the Great Masturbator. The historical avant-garde highlighted the elasticity of art although it is moot whether it can overthrow capitalism (Marcuse), de-normalize people and challenge the ‘overcode’ (Holmes) as artists and academics are imbued with neoliberal ideology (Léger). Avant-garde resistance expressed through Dada and Italian Futurism did challenge audiences and anti-art promoted the abolition of art. Dada anarchism expressed the conflict between individual and social rights, a form of scepticism as manifest by Picabia in his portrait The Handsome Pork Butcher. Dadaists reviled elitism and disavowed institutional art and the specialists who determine it. But it is disputable whether the avant-garde can create a radical society and how deviant or dissenting this might be (Miles). Anti-art has offered a political riposte to cosy establishment arrangements, expressing the absurdity of art and artist and a voice for the outsider. Duchamp’s Fountain typifies dysfunctional art and polemical anti-content, with Soupault’s Dada Typewriter manifesto disavowing art altogether. Duchamp attempted to escape the oppositional binary of art or anti-art through his notion of anart, with his Readymades re-configuring mass-produced objects as they dissolved into the creative act embracing dysfunction, sensation and conceptual meaning (Lazzarato). Neo-dada Fluxus highlighted the difficulty of powerful artistic egos working together, rejecting art and artistic freedoms whilst promoting radical political thinking, which has been taken up by artivists, including social protest that attacks art itself, with examples given. A key quandary is whether progressive avant-garde action can reconfigure capitalism and its global networks to reshape art worlds beyond atomized windows of effect (Léger).

What is art?


As questions go, ‘What is art?’ has not worn particularly well. Any glamour or spark it once had has become weighed down by layers of pretension and intellectual pomposity … We have had the artist as genius, as superman, as revolutionary, as myth-maker or, more eloquently, as fragmenter of existing discourses. Not unsurprisingly, the question has become increasingly unfashionable … It is very difficult to deal seriously with the subject of art (or culture) without saying what you mean by it.

(Lewis 1990: 3)



Justin Lewis took a jaundiced and rather male-centred view (‘superman’), but eventually characterized art as a random entity before offering a definition:


a cultural practice that involves the creation of a specific and definable object - a play, video or piece of music for example. The function of that object is as a self-conscious, personal or collective expression of something.

(1990: 5)



To compound this John Berger (1972: 8) suggested that ‘we only see what we look at. To look is an act of choice’, as though we (the viewers) decide what we think art is, which may ignore artist intention, institutional persuasion and market dynamics that help define value, a changeable discourse offering audiences agency. Other considerations besides the notion that we are all artists, include the extent to which the formulation of art is narrow- or broad-based, has an individual or collective focus, and is an elitist or populist construct.

Arthur Danto (2013: 135–56) set out various official and hypothetical positions on aesthetics and meaning which have traditionally underpinned a more challenging narrative. For example, Ludwig Wittgenstein whilst ruminating over aesthetics from a post-structural perspective, recognized the need for contextuality. Definition of art is arguably unnecessary as it only hampers creativity which requires room to manoeuvre and react. Andy Warhol also failed to distinguish mundane objects from those conceived as art, which offers an everydayness to art and aesthetics. This references Marcel Duchamp’s disregard for aesthetics and ‘good’ or ‘bad’ taste and his assurance that anything can be art which recognizes that it is separate from aesthetics because art has more important functions. Moreover, without an audience there is no art (Duchamp cited in Lazzarato 2014: 28). This disregard fails to explain why certain objects are deemed art and how artists, institutions, markets and influential cultural gatekeepers shape art. George Dickie tended towards a social understanding of art, although this possibly too readily matches up the consumption of art and taste with institutional and market diktat, denying artist autonomy and audience agency (cited in Danto 2013: 144–6). Danto concluded from a critic’s viewpoint that aesthetics rarely defines a work of art as meaning refers to what it concerns and means to the viewer.

The beat writer William Burroughs wistfully commented about the randomness of life and decision-making in his classic book Naked Lunch (1993 [1959]: 19). He related a conversation between two judges, ‘“[b]e just and if you can’t be just be arbitrary”’, which assessment of the legal system can be applied to the judgement of art and lack of surety. The benchmark of what art is (and the ‘best’ produced) is unsystematic and haphazard, dependent on fashion, hierarchies, markets and social networks, which appears arbitrary and has a convoluted logic and impact. There are key influences besides consumer autonomy and powerful gatekeepers of taste. Artists and cultural intermediaries network these gatekeepers who represent powerful institutions and markets, which operate to control value and are far from arbitrary. Berger (1972: 11) detailed specific assumptions about art which help to formulate beauty, truth, genius, civilization, form, status and taste, all of which are complex and relative notions.

Stuart Hall (1997b: 220–5) treated art autonomously due to its powerful language and representation, which offers alterity. This ‘cultural turn’ recognizes how language classifies and orders the thoughts required for people to construct, comprehend and communicate aesthetic ideas.

Some theories underpinning art appear limited (Pooke & Newall 2008), from Kantian notions of objective disinterestedness to highly subjective ideas associated with postmodern individualism. Art finds new avenues of expression and develops or reacts against the prevailing fashions and aesthetic regimes. Moreover, artists have railed against established conceptualizations encouraged by heady notions of revolution and utopia. Nonetheless, the history of art is a Eurocentric system of judgement with canons forged by institutional legitimacy shaped by religious, aesthetic, social, historical, educational and market discourses, as well as particular cultural mannerisms.

Raymond Williams (1975) acknowledged that art is a changeable aesthetic term. In medieval times it was widely applied to a range of matters and subjects including, for example, medicine and angling. It then became associated with the notion of liberal arts, to include logic, astronomy and rhetoric. Only by the 19th century did the term become specialized and concern differentiating educated artist from artisan, a creative intellectual expressing an educated aesthetic knowledge rather than a skilled craftswoman creating useful objects. But this is confusing as there are important craft elements to the arts that are learnt. The autonomous abstract modern artist of the early 20th century was a specialized and elitist incarnation. The aristocracy and haute bourgeoisie were (and still are) educated into the fineries of aesthetics and philosophy required to understand the ‘arts’, whilst the working class learnt skilled ‘crafts’.1 The arts have retained this elitist DNA, which underpins educated ‘serious’ leisure’, onto which the epithets of ‘white’, ‘male’ and ‘European’ could be added to class privilege. ‘Art for art’s sake’ accentuated this divide between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ arts, which beckoned abstract contemporary art. It is a luxury good and not easily traded in contrast to those crafts and commodities which are intended for exchange within an industrial framework or mainstream domestic realm.2

In contrast to the privileged position of upper- and middle-class artists, there were issues associated with factory-based mass production de-skilling workers. The Arts and Crafts Movement of the late 19th century was a riposte to the industrial revolution and commercialization of art, spurred on by the socialist William Morris. He championed a radical social and political aesthetic and a creative craft society that he imagined existed pre-industrialization, as outlined in his fictional narrative News from Nowhere (Morris 1967 [1890]).
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