
How Folklore Shaped Modern Art

Contemporary art’s post-criticality is difficult to define. This book radically 
redraws our assumptions of modern art from the viewpoint of contemporary 
practice. It finds that contemporary plurality has been latent since the 19th 
century and that a folkloric driver was always the hidden shadow in our 
definitions of what art is and can be.

—Oliver Watts, University of Sydney, Australia

Since the 1990s, artists and art writers around the world have increasingly 
undermined the essentialism associated with notions of “critical practice.” 
We can see this manifesting in the renewed relevance of what were pre-
viously considered “outsider” art practices, the emphasis on first-person 
accounts of identity over critical theory, and the proliferation of exhibitions 
that refuse to distinguish between art and the productions of culture more 
generally. How Folklore Shaped Modern Art: A Post-Critical History of 
Aesthetics underscores how the cultural traditions, belief systems, and per-
formed exchanges that were once integral to the folklore discipline are now 
central to contemporary art’s “post-critical turn.” This shift is considered 
here less as a direct confrontation of critical procedures than as a symptom 
of art’s inclusive ideals, overturning the historical separation of fine art from 
those “uncritical” forms located in material and commercial culture. In a 
global context, aesthetics is now just one of numerous traditions informing 
our encounters with visual culture today, symptomatic of the pull toward 
an impossibly pluralistic image of art that reflects the irreducible conditions 
of identity.

Wes Hill is an art historian, artist, art critic, and curator who lectures in art 
theory and curatorial studies at Southern Cross University, Australia. His 
specialty research areas include contemporary art and the intersections of 
practice and theory.
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Introduction

From the aesthetic debates that gave rise to the beginning of modern art to 
the critical debates of postmodern art, inferior modes of cultural production 
have been used to reinforce the perception that the practice of fine art has 
an intrinsic relation to “free expression” or “critical thought.” Such readings 
appear problematic today. Contemporary art in the early twenty-first cen-
tury is marked by the breakdown of cultural categories, located in a global 
context where value-based demarcations of cultural production are politi-
cized and contested but rarely set within essentialist doctrines. The so-called 
“post-critical” condition of global contemporary art is considered here in 
terms of its “folkloric” character, suggesting that the challenge recent art 
poses to critical practice is less a direct confrontation than a symptom of its 
function as a diverse platform for individual and cultural identities.

The installation medium best exemplifies contemporary art’s pluralism, 
capable of traversing such disparate forms as painting, sculpture, design, 
and architecture to generate an art “experience” for the viewer. The art-
world today is obsessed with “experience,” as artists make works for the 
spaces and moments so that their objects and configurations “speak” to 
viewers, as if in dialogue. This underscores contemporary art’s role as part 
of a culture industry, where all artists are effectively installation artists 
because they are conscious of the readymade markets of art-goers awaiting 
such private or public art experiences. Claire Bishop states that, like “instal-
lation art,” “experience” might be a highly contested term, yet “every theory 
of experience points to a more fundamental idea: the human being who 
constitutes the subject of that experience.”1 We can go further here and say 
that, at the heart of the diverse experiences staged in contemporary art lies 
the irreducible condition of identity.

For Boris Groys: “Today there is no longer an ‘ontological’ difference 
between making art and displaying art. In the context of contemporary art, 
to make art means to show things as art.”2 Instead of seeing this “display 
and exchange” orientation as indicative of, say, post-Duchampian practice, 
I would argue that it is motivated by a more general human impulse. The 
variety of artifacts, iconographies, and ideologies that make up the spaces 
of contemporary art function as resources that ground individual and group 
identities in dialogical rather than critical terms—more conversational than 
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theoretical. In aligning the “folkloric” with the “post-critical,” I want to 
focus not on the “all-knowing” artistic precedents to this condition as much 
as the accounts of “uncritical” culture deemed exterior to the practices of 
modern and postmodern art. In uniting those subjects historically con-
demned to primitive, kitsch, popular culture, subculture, rural, and material 
culture categories, an historical lineage between the Kantian definition of 
aesthetics and the post-critical condition of contemporary art can be located 
in the theoretical justification of fine art’s “rules,” which have been used to 
argue for its intrinsic critical relation to morality, self-awareness, sensitivity, 
open-mindedness, and rigor.

Etymologically, “critical” can be traced to the Indo-European verbs skeri 
and krei—both of which refer to the act of separating—and the Greek verb 
krínein, which means “to judge.” Greek terms such as kritos (“chosen”), 
kritikos (“able to discern”), kriterion (“standards”) and krisis (“crisis”) also 
belong to this word family. The German equivalent to “critical”—kritisch—
stems from this root, with the term’s negational associations arising from the 
use of “criticism” (Kritik) from the sixteenth century to refer to  censorious 
judgment. A deceptively complex term to pinpoint, from a contemporary 
perspective “critical judgment” typically refers to rigorous analyses in which 
a turning point or especially important juncture is identified that negates or 
separates from common knowledge. For self-proclaimed critical theorists 
Richard Paul and Linda Elder, “critical thinking” is defined as “thinking 
that explicitly aims at well-founded judgment and hence utilizes appropri-
ate evaluative standards in the attempt to determine the true worth, merit, 
or value of something.”3 It is in this sense that the trait of being critical is 
seemingly tied to essentialism, resting on the discovery of a vital element, 
objective foundation, or “ground rule” that lies behind otherwise incongru-
ent phenomena.

Many art writers, particularly since the time of Kant, have taken to 
delimiting the boundaries between “critical” and “uncritical” aesthetic 
judgments, whether referring to the productive or the receptive processes 
of art. To describe an artist as “uncritical” is to refer to someone who isn’t 
aware of how his or her artwork is perceived or interacted with. To put this 
another way; the artist’s lack of criticality conveys an insufficient compre-
hension of his or her procedures, remaining unconscious of how the artist 
is actually perceived. The problem with analyses that are directed to such 
polemical critical categories is that they tend to depict artworks as having 
one dominant meaning, as well as depicting self-consciousness as totalizing. 
 Assessments of artistic value made in relation to its critical or uncritical 
properties have largely served to place aesthetics in an absolute framework, 
concerned with judgments that are convincing and true or unconvincing 
and false.

In the postmodern era, the modernist preoccupation with an elevated 
critical self-conscious was perpetuated, except this time highly valued fine 
art occupied the liminal critical space between cultural contingency and 
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autonomy. Critical detachment was idealized, and lauded artists were, by 
and large, those who framed, or outright resisted, the fetishistic grasp of 
capitalism by means of irony, appropriation, or conceptualist methodologies 
that summoned comparisons to textual deconstruction. The  preoccupation 
with determining critical distance in accounts of postmodern art contin-
ued the modernist principle, which held that fine art could produce  critical 
realities to challenge the world of everyday (capitalist) appearances and 
common knowledge. This justified fine art’s intellectual distance from 
 commercial  culture, in spite of the purported conflation of “high” and “low” 
culture. With its universalist and absolutist connotations, criticality, in both 
 modernism and postmodernism, offered an ideal by which aesthetic value 
could be identified, measured, and debated.

In its capacity to examine fine art and folklore as modernist inventions, 
“folkloric” enables the identification of the delimitations of “critical” and 
“uncritical” culture across a range of different contexts and historical peri-
ods. “Folkloric” typically refers to cultural phenomena resembling or based 
on folklore, inferring qualities of tradition, vernacular culture, performa-
tivity, community, and belief. The term provides continuity to, say, Johann 
Gottfried Herder’s advocacy of the German Volk in the eighteenth century, 
Clement Greenberg’s use of “kitsch” in 1940s America, and the ascent of 
cultural studies discourse in the late-twentieth century, which arguably 
updated folklore studies to resolve its biases against technological progress 
and urban culture.

The connotations of “folkloric” with inferior cultural practice are rooted 
in the Old English word folc, which referred to: “An aggregation of peo-
ple in relation to a superior; the great mass as opposed to an  individual.”4 

 Variations on the Proto-Germanic term fulka can be found in a range 
of  languages, including Icelandic, Africaan, Swedish, Danish, Dutch, 
 Norwegian, and Scots. In contemporary German, Volk refers to a nation 
or to people in the general sense, and is incorporated into compound words 
such as Volkskunst to refer to “folk art” and other forms historically asso-
ciated with common or lowly cultural practice. These and other terms with 
volk prefixes stem from the Latin vulgas, which, from the seventeenth cen-
tury, referred to collective deficiencies in taste.

In a contemporary context, “folkloric” can refer to traditional and more 
recent cultural practices, including those kitsch or capitalist imitations of 
traditional practices that were categorized in the early twentieth century as 
“fakelore” and “folklorism.” Postmodern folklorists attempted to shift the 
discipline’s focus from the study of authentic cultures of the marginalized 
to the study of the old and new traditions of people in general, concerned 
less with sociological critique and more with the transmission of identity. 
Unlike an anthropological or ethnographic object, a folkloric object could 
be understood as having less to do with its illustration of a socio-historical 
reality and more to do with its performed meanings and associated belief 
systems.
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Published in October in 2009 and featuring 35 art writers reflecting on 
what the term “contemporary” meant to them, Hal Foster, in his introduc-
tion to the Questionnaire on the Contemporary, stated: “[although] the cat-
egory of contemporary art is not a new one […] what is new is the sense that, 
in its very heterogeneity, much present practice seems to float free of histor-
ical determination, conceptual definition, and critical judgement.”5 Many of 
Foster’s peers have similarly voiced a concern for the difficulties involved in 
framing the heterogeneous nature of contemporary art. In many respects, 
these concerns center on the ability of art writers to be both  analytical and 
skeptical, whilst at the same time remaining faithful to the principles of cul-
tural pluralism that most of us abide by today.

Due to the increasing incongruity between the critical methodologies asso-
ciated with postmodernism and those of the contemporary era, art writers and 
historians in the twenty-first century appear unsure about how to approach 
the decentralized, heterogeneous, pluralistic and multiplicitous character of 
global contemporary art. Foster’s current “distance from contemporary art,” 
which, he admits, “is odd for a person who, for a long time, was active as a 
critic,” is also indicative of a generation of postmodern art writers who are 
uneasy with the relativism that global art’s “plurality of moments” implies 
and the seeming impossibility of providing an adequate historical framework 
for such diversity.6 However, for the Chinese-born American art  historian 
Miwon Kwon, this is precisely the position she takes in her definition of 
 “contemporary.” Noting the difficulties facing art historians who negotiate 
“the temporal axis of history” with “the space in which the contemporaneity 
of histories from around the world are confronted,” Kwon rhetorically asks:

What is the status of contemporary Chinese art history? What is the 
time frame for such a history? How closely should it be linked to 
Chinese art, cultural, or political history? How coordinated should it 
be with Western art history or aesthetic discourse? Is contemporary 
Chinese art history a subfield of  contemporary art history? Or are 
they comparable categories, with the presumption that the unnamed 
territory of contemporary art history is Western-American?7

After highlighting the plethora of potential historical and critical paths faced 
by contemporary historians of Chinese art, Kwon suggests that 

in the future there will emerge narrower and narrower specializations 
with further fragmentation internal to contemporary art history. Or 
perhaps there will develop a new trajectory that could be called com-
parative art history (following literary studies) that will prioritize as 
its object the movement of artistic ideas and practices across different 
cultural zones rather than in relation to precedents or events of the 
past. This lateralization would further complicate the possibility of a 
history for the contemporary field.8
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In the face of globalization and the spread of digital technologies that only 
make visible such cultural diversity, Kwon suggests that specific and local-
ized analyses of art on a large scale might overcome the sense of a critical 
impasse felt by art writers and historians. This “impasse” is essentially the 
feeling that “big picture” analyses no longer fit with the times. The “critical 
crisis” of contemporary art speaks of an incongruity that has arisen between 
discourse and practice, triggered by fine art’s expansion into an extraordi-
narily complex fusion of traditional and contemporary cultural genealogies 
that speak to local and international themes.

For the German art critic Jorg Heiser, the fragmented condition of 
contemporary art that both Kwon and Foster describe is a phenomenon 
that he has termed “super-hybridity.” Hybridized approaches to art have, 
according to Heiser, “moved beyond the point where it’s about a fixed 
set of cultural genealogies and instead have turned into a kind of compu-
tational aggregate of multiple influences and sources.”9 Addressing this 
condition in a round table discussion with Heiser for Frieze magazine, the 
American art writer Ronald Jones proposed “a new ‘post-critical’ perspec-
tive, [which] means an engagement for artists and designers with proactive 
strategies that trigger entrepreneurial—not necessarily in the business cre-
ation sense— interdisciplinary, innovative and attainable solutions to our 
collective challenges; discrimination, corruption and starvation to name 
only three.”10

The term “post-critical” has emerged in contemporary art discourse fairly 
recently as an ideology in which artists and art writers see themselves as 
compelled to create actionable solutions to problems, rather than solely 
focusing on deconstructing issues. Jones, who was one of the first writers 
to use “post-critical” in relation to contemporary art, claims, “within a 
post-critical era, transdisciplinarity becomes the proactive instrument for 
designing systems for taking actionable decisions.”11 Practical and prag-
matic approaches to culture are promoted by post-critical advocates, fol-
lowing the idea that art and art discourse should be directed toward the 
improvement of life instead of, in the words of Bruno Latour, producing 
“more iconoclasm to iconoclasm.”12

Classed as a post-critical thinker by Foster, Jacques Rancière has popu-
larized a turn against those who conceive of aesthetics as the transferal of 
knowledge from the artist’s mind to that of the viewer. Rancière disparages 
“critical art” as “a type of art that sets out to build awareness of the mech-
anisms of domination to turn the spectator into a conscious agent of world 
transformation.”13 Citing how awareness is not transformative per se, he 
also claims that such stances are dependent on the idea of a passive viewer 
who can be liberated by a work—a notion that is at odds with his central 
belief in art’s capacity to resist prescriptive mechanisms. For Rancière, the 
political power of aesthetics stems from its autonomy. He sees art as provid-
ing a presumed freedom from normative criteria, enabling it to perform the 
same task as politics in reorganizing accepted perceptions of reality.
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In Rancière’s 1987 publication The Ignorant Schoolmaster, we can see 
how the focus of his later “post-critical” art writing developed from an inter-
est in educational theory. Here Rancière narrates the story of Joseph Jacotot, 
a French university teacher in the 1820s whose experience teaching French 
literature to Flemish students—most of whom could not speak French—
led him to develop a method that reversed the student–teacher  relationship 
between passive subjects and a master explicator. Rancière portrays the 
perfect teacher as “ignorant,” an intermediary who renounces his or her 
pedagogical authority to release a capacity for learning that is dormant, 
but unrealized, in each individual. In The Emancipated Spectator (2009) 
Rancière argues that viewers of art—like Jacotot’s students—“compose their 
own poem” from what they see, undergoing a creative process similar to the 
artist whose work they are engaging. Noting the close association in fine art 
between “critical practice” and “anti-capitalist ideology,” Rancière claims 
that, like an authoritative teacher, the critical artist who seeks to expose 
the capitalist exploitation of real things into signs can become trapped in a 
vicious circle, upholding “a police logic of the equivalence of the power of 
the market and the power of its denunciation.”14

Coined initially in reference to the architects Michael Hayes and Rem 
Koolhaas, “post-critical” has existed in architecture theory since the early 
1990s (largely in America), and is set in opposition to “deconstructivist” 
and “critical” architects who seek to subvert capitalist demands through 
design strategies. Post-critical architects embrace the idea that architecture 
is first and foremost a functioning product so therefore architects should 
work with capital rather than against it. Reinhold Martin characterizes 
post-critical architecture as “sharing a commitment to an affect-driven, non- 
oppositional, non-resistant, non-dissenting, and therefore non-utopian form 
of architectural production.”15 This approach became synonymous with the 
use of diagrams to model the inputs and variables of a given location, fol-
lowing the belief that, if detailed enough, such diagrams would allow design 
to emerge “automatically.” However, as Diana Mihai has argued: 

Post-critical architecture pretends to be politically neutral/post- political 
and rejects social critique, but the fact that it is modelled on contem-
porary business practices and market mechanisms renders it inher-
ently political and partisan.16

“Post-critical” has a tendency to infer the belief that cultural acts can exist 
beyond an impetus, which makes it a challenging and problematic term 
for describing the nature of contemporary art and culture. For these very 
reasons, theorists such as Trebor Scholz have already informally bandied 
about the term “post-post-critical” as a way to move beyond the rootless-
ness inferred by “post-critical.” The utilization of the “post” prefix here is 
reminiscent of postmodern art, where prefixes were habitually used to cre-
ated distance from concepts, despite being intrinsically connected to them 
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by repudiation as well as through terminology itself. As Foster has argued: 
“For several years now there has been talk about the post-critical, but I do 
not buy it. The young artists and critics I know are very concerned with crit-
ical projects. They simply approach ‘critical’ in different ways.”17

Because “post-critical” art can suggest art that is made without inten-
tion, motivation, or a social basis, we should be wary of its use. However, 
taken as a sign of a reaction against “critical postmodernism” it is useful to 
illustrate a condition of art in which artworld players can no longer rest on 
an assumption that it is their critical stance that justifies the value of their 
 preferred cultural expressions. Shifts toward more practical and pragmatic 
conceptualizations of art, art writing, and art history depict  “criticality” 
in more performative and particularized ways, with no outside model by 
which to deem cultural practices critically sufficient or insufficient. This 
 situation—an issue of cultural value—is best understood via a consideration 
of the conflation of fine art and folkloric categories, enabling the framing 
of art’s rejection of essentialist critique in terms of its embrace of diverse 
cultural identities. In this context, “ideology” is replaced by “identity,” and 
is underpinned by shared relations to tradition.

The book is divided into four chronological chapters that examine mod-
ern, postmodern, and contemporary art, concentrating on canonical events 
in the history of fine art where a folkloric “other” can be seen to illuminate 
the boundaries of aesthetic experience. In Chapter One I establish Kant’s 
key points of difference with Herder, examining how Kant’s influential 
account of aesthetic judgment conflicted with Herder’s stress on fine art’s 
relation to identity, diversity, and empiricism. Jacques Derrida’s analysis 
of the parergon plays a central role here, articulating Kant’s dependence 
on an outer limit that was naturalized by way of logocentric philosophical 
methodologies.

In Chapter Two I focus on the effect of subsequent interpretations of 
Kantian aesthetics on the era of Romanticism and the categorization of 
modern art. I reflect on British antiquarianism in relation to Karl Marx’s 
and Friedrich Engels’s use of the pejorative term Lumpenproletariat, which 
naturalizes the proletariat as an autonomous mode of self-realization. The 
institutionalization of fine art and the social sciences is considered via an 
account of the anthropological control of the American folklore discipline 
as well as Alfred Stieglitz’s transformation of the medium of photography 
from an artifact to an object of art. This follows into Clement Greenberg’s 
revitalization of Kantian concepts, which aided the separation of a free and 
self-aware notion of modernist art as distinct from popular culture, propa-
ganda, and the fake art of the bourgeoisie.

In Chapter Three I focus on the work of Andy Warhol and the critical 
motivations of postmodern art that defined post-1960s culture as a break 
from a modernist past. I examine how Warhol’s work revealed the artworld’s 
dependence on the hierarchical language of criticality to assert aesthetic value. 
The conflation of “high” and “low” culture that postmodernism represented 
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was undermined by an essentialist conception of “critical  practice,” with 
importance placed on the communication of conscious destabilizations of 
meaning in the wake of the modernist expression. Prefiguring Warhol, the 
Independent Group is contextualized in terms of Britain’s post-World War 
Two acknowledgment of industrial folklore, which began to be seen as an 
object of pride rather than a blight on the British landscape.  Cultural colla-
tion and installation underscore the birth of Pop Art, revealing a turn to the 
heterogeneity of visual culture, rejecting Greenbergian  critique. In justifying 
postmodernism as a continuance of the 1960s and 1970s counterculture, the 
dominant examples of postmodern art writing suggested that  criticality—
with its associated rigor and self-reflexivity—are of upmost importance to 
art, leveraged as a way to distinguish a “neo-avant-garde” from a seemingly 
uncontrollable market-oriented art of self-promotion.

While Warhol’s work attracted much discussion in the period of post-
modernity, he also appeared indifferent to the critical texts that shaped our 
understanding of art in this era. His practice followed the idea that all  cultural 
products, including fine art, were dependent on manifold interpretative 
contexts for their meaning. In this scenario, the artist’s critical  motivations 
are more often than not too complex to essentialize as  justification for aes-
thetic value. Instead of directing his use of cultural collation and installation 
toward critique, Warhol conflated the distance between his work and its 
subject matter, heightening its performativity and functioning as an expres-
sion of identity embodied within existing cultural languages and archetypes.

In Chapter Four I claim that a new conception of “critical practice” 
emerged at the turn of the 1980s, moving beyond postmodern art’s  “critique 
or complicit” context. I refer to the post-1990s period as the era of the 
 “contemporary,” associating it with an embrace of the social and institu-
tional frameworks of art, demonstrated by the relevance of cultural studies 
and the work of Arthur Danto and Pierre Bourdieu. I argue that contem-
porary art offers neither an autonomous notion of critical practice nor a 
postmodern critique of modernist autonomy; rather, echoing Herder, art is 
understood as a performed exchange of individual and cultural identities. By 
means of Derrida’s account of the performativity of the critical address and 
 Giorgio Agamben’s “contemporariness,” in the final section of Chapter Four 
I  propose a conception of global contemporary art in which the  exclusivity 
of “critical practice” is called into question, with the plethora of individ-
ual, communal, national, and international voices oriented around forms 
of identity-exchange. In this scenario, meaning is understood as bestowed 
rather than presented, with viewers and artists as identities who hold partic-
ular cultural values that may or may not coincide.

In global contemporary art, postmodern critical procedures are seen to 
have transformed into orthodoxy, requiring an art that does not represent 
itself as a split from historical eras or cultural categories. Instead, the identi-
ties of the human beings at the core of these aesthetic debates provide a basis 
for art’s heterogeneous and anti-essentialist condition. A “folkloric history 
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of post-critical art” infers that the Western system of fine art is one of many 
cultural belief systems at play in art today. The contemporary artworld—
itself a notion that appears increasingly enigmatic and fragmented—could 
be said to resemble a living system of values, motivated by an image of plu-
ralism that is impossible to actually represent. What it might mean to be a 
“contemporary” here is that one’s identity is always sufficient, grounded by 
tradition yet located in a framework that is never diverse enough.
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1 Kant and Herder

A New Science of Sensual Perception

With the onset of industrialization and the growth of cities in the eighteenth 
century, distinguishing between fine art and the cultural expressions of the 
under-represented masses was essential to the self-understanding of  Western 
culture. First defined by Alexander Baumgarten in 1735,  “aesthetics” began 
a new philosophical foundation for Western art: Aesthetic philosophy was 
“the science of how things are to be cognized by means of the senses,”1 and 
he elaborated on this in 1750 as “the theory of the liberal arts, the logic of 
the lower faculty of cognition, the art of thinking beautifully, the art of the 
analogue of reason.”2 Here, the “liberal arts” refer to the  Enlightenment 
conception of certain free and independent art forms that were distinguished 
from the practices of industrial or mercenary art (Lohnkunst).  Setting the 
course for the modern era that followed, in the eighteenth century  British and 
European intellectuals became preoccupied with the idea that fine art could 
facilitate free and elevated experiences of beauty that were of an entirely 
different order than the experiences provided by other cultural products.

Prior to the Enlightenment, Western art was discussed within a very dif-
ferent frame of reference. The “arts” was used to identify the total class 
of things not found in nature but rather brought into being by human 
means, categories that included farming and carpentry as well as painting 
and sculpture. In the European languages, “poet” and “maker” remained 
interchangeable terms throughout the Renaissance; the Greek word poiema 
signified a made thing, in accordance with poiesis—an art or mode of 
 making—put to use by a poietes, an artist. While it was not considered an 
independent or distinct discipline, art theory had been an important part of 
philosophy since Plato, who in Republic (c.390 BC) warned of art’s mimetic 
and illusory nature, which he thought could jeopardize one’s knowledge 
of the world. In response, Aristotle argued in Poetics (c.335 BC) that the 
arts, particularly poetry, could deliver universal and moral truths in readily 
graspable forms, unlike, for example, historical narrations that deal with 
specific facts. Modifications of Aristotle’s response to Plato formed the core 
of aesthetics through much subsequent philosophical history, placing the 
importance of Western art in terms of its role as a mimetic fiction that could 
reveal moral truths.
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Koons and the Simulationist artists played up to the artworld hype that 
Baudrillard’s ideas attracted, communicating their relation to his theories by 
creating works that imitated capitalist objects, appearing complicit with mar-
ket-directed art. However, in replicating consumer tropes they also sought 
to subtly communicate an awareness of what they were doing, including in 
their works’ “knowing winks” via their focus on the tropes of display. Signs 
of commodity fetishism in their works were matched by display signifiers 
that ultimately hinted to the viewer that the works could be read paradox-
ically as at once being about commodity fetishism and embodiments of 
them. As Steinbach states when reflecting on the Simulationist movement 
in 1986:

There is a stronger sense of being complicit with the production of 
desire, what we traditionally call beautiful seductive objects, than 
being positioned somewhere outside of it. In this sense the idea of 
criticality in art is also changing.36

The Simulationists emphasized the tropes of museological display—the 
thick painted picture frames of Bickerton, the display shelves of Steinbach, 
the use of the gallery architecture in the sculptures of Gober, and the reliance 
on white plinths, bases, and vitrines in Koons—to communicate some form 
of distance from their objects even as they worked to collapse this distance. 
Such dialectics were typical of postmodern art, with ironic framing devices 
serving to reinforce “idea” alongside the alluring qualities of the objects 
themselves.

At New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1990, the exhibi-
tion High & Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture reflected on the high/
low divides that were provocatively displayed by movements such as 
 Simulationism. Curated by Adam Gopnik, the arts critic for The New Yorker, 
and Kirk  Varnedoe, the newly installed director of MoMA, the exhibition 
symbolized a shift in the way that popular culture was treated by art insti-
tutions. However, it was also heavily criticized for not going far enough and 
for actually perpetuating the exclusive mystifications that define fine art in 
relation to the folkloric artifacts found in popular culture and “primitive” 
categories.

Varnedoe and Gopnik attempted to reveal the influences of popular cul-
ture on high-profile modern and postmodern artists (Koons participated 
in the exhibition), but they approached this quite literally, identifying the 
exact source material that the artists used, displaying it side by side with 
the resultant artwork. Varnedoe and Gopnik explained in their catalogue 
introduction that “High modern painting and sculpture constitute our pri-
mary topic,” thereby signaling that they would ignore image-based artists 
from John  Heartfield to Cindy Sherman whose work was intrinsic to the 
injunctions of art and popular culture.37 While many commentators praised 
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the motivation to embrace art’s broader cultural association—which was 
emblematic of art in the 1980s—the result was an exhibition that appeared 
fixated on the transfiguration of intrinsically “low” cultural forms. Comics, 
graffiti, and popular illustrations had a particular prominence over forms 
associated with television, cinema, and pornography. This aspect gave the 
impression that Varnedoe and Gopnik were really only interested in the less 
controversial crossovers.

With William Rubin, Varnedoe had previously curated ‘Primitivism’ in 
20th Century Art: An Affinity with the Tribal (1984) at MoMA, which had 
similarly displayed artifacts alongside their transfigurations as fine art and 
also prompted vehement criticism. The juxtaposition of fine art with “the 
primitive” in the exhibition connoted a timeless realm of interaction between 
high and low culture that was not a product of social or historical context but 
a result of an innate fascination with the “other.” Both MoMA exhibitions 
were accused of being Eurocentric, underplaying how the Western artworld 
continues to naturalize the separation of fine art from “folkloric” forms.

By way of their narrow and conventional selections, Gopnik and  Varnedoe 
maintained the illusion of postmodern transgression while adhering to con-
servative aesthetic opinion. Rosalind Krauss suggested that the High and 
Low exhibition pointed to a repeat of the “sublimation model” that had 
also driven Varnedoe’s Primitivism exhibition. She explained that, in both of 
these instances, fine art was actually celebrated for its ability

to sublimate or transform experience, raising it from ordinary to 
extraordinary, from commonplace to unique, from low to high; with 
the special genius of the artist being that he or she has the gifts to per-
form this function.38

As one of the principle editors of October, Krauss organized a special issue 
of the journal called High/Low: Art and Mass Culture (1991) to pose “alter-
native manifestations” to the Varnedoe and Gopnik spectacle.

Between the Primitivism and High and Low exhibitions, Warhol’s 
death in 1987 propelled a reassessment of the critical processes that 
enabled the division of fine art and popular culture, as well as the delim-
itation of critical from uncritical art. Whether his society portraits, reli-
gious series, or cable television shows such as Andy Warhol’s TV (1982) 
and Andy  Warhol’s Fifteen Minutes (1986), Warhol’s practice came to 
be seen beyond its superficialities and transformations of low culture. 
Aided by large-scale retrospectives and numerous biographical accounts 
by those who knew him personally, his work was granted a strong social 
context in the years immediately after his death. This took his work away 
from its relation to irony, fetishism, or critically removed social criticism, 
situating it more in terms of the performativity of identity and its relation 
to social context.
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In a 1973 interview that was re-published in Leonardo magazine in 
the year of Warhol’s death, John McHale, the sociologist and Independent 
Group member, made an astute observation about Warhol and the future 
state of contemporary art that went beyond the critical polemics that had 
pervaded the 1980s. McHale states that the future of art would entail a

shift of focus from the artwork to the life-style of the artist. One sig-
nificant example is Warhol. It is not only his discrete works which are 
interesting and important, it’s the cycle of works he produces, one 
after the other, it’s the whole Warhol output for a particular point in 
time. Add to that yet another important dimension: he lives the work. 
It’s his whole life-style which becomes the artwork. That’s true also 
of the Beatles and other figures. It’s not only the record that is picked 
up and listened to; what is presented is their entire person, the total 
personality and life-style. What they’re wearing at a particular time, 
how they express themselves, how they relate to authority. The art-
work dissolves the boundaries between the artwork and life becomes 
permeable [original emphasis].39

Koons would soon emerge as the artist who would realize McHale’s predic-
tion of the permeable boundaries between “art” and “lifestyle,” shifting the 
focus of his work in the years after Warhol’s death to be widely regarded as 
the logical extension of Warhol’s legacy.

In 1987 Koons stated in Flash Art, as if re-enforcing McHale’s prediction: 
“I’ve made what the Beatles would have made if they had made sculpture. 
Nobody ever said that the Beatles’ music was not on a high level, but it 
appealed to a mass audience. That’s what I want to do.”40 Koons increased 
his profile in both his work and numerous publicity interviews and maga-
zine articles during the period from 1987 to the early 1990s. The promotion 
of his work appeared less as a cynical exercise and more as a reflection 
of arts function within popular culture—from an art that seeks to main-
tain critical agency to an art that serves as a negotiation between personal 
expression and popular opinion. Koons continued: “In the past my work 
has always been about my personal, intellectual development. More recently 
it has involved the external world and how it functions socially.”41

In the pages of Artforum in 1987, Koons produced an artist’s project 
titled Baptism (1987), which featured full-page color spreads that featured 
Rococo and folk art aesthetics alongside each other. Words and phrases were 
superimposed in front of a variety of images, such as “to be forever free” 
appearing alongside a kitsch-looking statue of Don Quixote. At the very end 
of the sequence was a photograph of a porcelain object being smashed by an 
anonymous hand, accompanied by the words “Criticality Gone.” It is in this 
gesture that Koons publicly affirmed his work as a challenge to “critical prac-
tice.” This paradoxical stance appeared to attack the view of criticality as an 
innate phenomenon on which aesthetic value can be unequivocally based.
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In The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again) (1975) 
Warhol recounted a conversation with “B” about the role of the artist, which 
I will summarize as follows:

B: I guess you have to take a lot of risks to be famous in any field […] 
For instance, to be an artist.

WARHOL: […] Why do people think artists are special? It’s just another 
job.

B: But to become a famous artist you had to do something that was 
different. And if it was different, then it means you took a risk, 
because the critics could have said that it was bad instead of good.

WARHOL: In the first place […] they usually did say it was bad. And in 
the second place, if you say that artists take risks, it’s insulting to 
the men who landed on D-Day, to stunt men, to baby-sitters, to 
Evel Knievel, to stepdaughters, to coal miners, and to hitch-hikers, 
because they’re the ones who really know what risks are.42

Warhol aligned the artist with the rest of the professional world, as a profes-
sion with its own rules and boundaries that artists learn to negotiate rather 
than heroically adjusting the field of art to their own aesthetic  sensibilities. 
This was reiterated by Koons and by the subsequent generation of artists. 
The expression of artistic identity in this scenario does not communicate 
authenticity, or the critical revelations of neo-avant-garde practice, but 
instead relies on learning to express personal issues through existing cultural 
codes, which all artists add to and help to define.

The perception of Warhol’s work as a sincere rather than facetious expres-
sion of identity was particularly apparent in the queer theory that emerged 
in the 1990s. Jonathon D. Katz related Warhol’s work as an expression of 
his homosexuality, stating that this is “more anterior than interior, less an 
inchoate rushing stream than a citation of cultural codes which occupy a 
position and thereby place us on a social map.”43 In the rise of  cultural 
studies and sub-fields such as queer theory and performance studies,  Warhol 
would become an icon not only for queer identity but for the widespread 
view of identity as somewhat of an external phenomenon, where one 
assumes social roles, yet these “roles” are legitimate reflections of selfhood.

In the early 1990s the theorist Judith Butler stressed how gender and 
identity could be construed in terms of performance, that this is something 
that is not free-flowing but, rather, a type of “put-on” or “constitutive con-
straint.” In Bodies that Matter (1993) she drew from Derrida’s philosophy 
of language that demonstrated how meaning does not emerge solely via 
the author, arguing that identity is essentially a citation of previous per-
formances. Rather than testifying to an innate and natural character of a 
person—as masculine or feminine, heterosexual or homosexual—Butler 
claimed that identity testifies to the possibility of inauthentic and parodic 
citations of gender. In applying Derrida’s concept of iterability to gender, 
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she attempted to show that one’s identity is as much a process of adoption 
as expression. For Butler, this was a condition of existence “without which 
we would not be able to think, to live, to make sense at all.”44 Her work 
influenced the idea that there is sincerity to be found behind concepts such 
as “performativity” or “acting out,” becoming a key figure in queer theory, 
performance studies, and cultural studies in the 1990s and beyond.

Approaching the critical complexity of Warhol’s legacy as an issue of the 
complex inside-outside formations of identity, in Made in Heaven (1989–
1991) Koons reflected on sexual identity with an explicitness that had rarely, 
if ever, been seen in art since the onset of modernity. Premiering at the Venice 
Biennale in 1990, Koons’s paintings, sculptures, and installations captured 
the public’s imagination to such an extent that a solo show of the works at 
Sonnabend Gallery in New York the following year generated lines around 
the block. The exhibition famously celebrated Koons’s union with his wife 
Ilona Staller—the Italian porn star and politician known as La  Cicciolina—
in an enormous billboard advertisement, photographic silkscreened imag-
ery, and intricate glass and ceramic sculptures.

Portraying himself and his wife as a contemporary Adam and Eve, 
Koons’s works such as Dirty Ejaculation (1991) and Ilona’s Asshole (1991) 
generated immediate controversy. Like most explicit images of pornogra-
phy, Ilona’s Asshole did not generate a split between form and content or 
between image and intention. In other works such as Exaltation (1991), 
Staller is depicted with semen running down her face, which similarly con-
notes a conflation of form and content. As Rex Butler has stated about 
Made in Heaven:

[with ejaculation] there is no faking it. […] In theory at least, male erec-
tion and ejaculation cannot be done in two minds with that split or 
ambiguous intentionality that characterizes postmodernism. What we 
see with Koons’s orgasm, as it were, is the pure expression of authorial 
subjectivity, with no aesthetic or conceptual second thoughts behind it.45

Koons has stated that Made in Heaven was sincere and that it dealt seriously 
with his sexuality and identity, claiming: “I went through moral conflict. 
I could not sleep for a long time in the preparation of my new work. I had to 
go to the depths of my own sexuality, my own morality, to be able to remove 
fear, guilt and shame from myself.”46 The frank portrayal of himself and his 
wife having sex was something that was difficult to be ironic about. The use 
of theatrical sets—many of which were derived from the same company that 
built Staller’s pornographic sets—emphasized this quality of “acting out” 
but the explicit depiction of marital copulation in the name of art imbued 
brought sincerity to the kitsch surrounds. As Koons’s media presence usu-
ally accompanied the work in publicity, either on television or through exhi-
bition catalogues and the press, one was constantly reminded of the fact that 
the separation of public and private was not the issue here.
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In Sweet Dreams: Contemporary Art and Complicity (2005), Johanna 
Drucker reflects on the critical shifts from 1980s to 1990s art, stating:

For all their apparent flirtation with mass culture materials, the bor-
rowings and appropriations of postmodernism were carefully framed 
by theoretical discourse. This attitude of critical distance (i.e., supe-
riority) has kept the artworld sneering at television, tabloids, and 
 popular entertainment until the late-twentieth-century. […] In the 
1990s,  [however,] an abundant range of works of art exhibited in 
mainstream venues called out for a new critical vocabulary. The crit-
ical suppositions underlying artists’ works were clearly changing. 
These shifts have now outstripped even the formulations we identify 
as the orthodoxy of 1980s postmodernism. They mark a turn away 
from autonomy, opposition, or radical negativity and toward attitudes 
of affirmation and complicity.47

Koons was an important link between the postmodern demand for critical 
detachment and the contemporary demand for complicity, performativity, 
and identity. After Made in Heaven, his work rarely, if ever, promoted a 
covert criticality or secret irony, reveling instead in a blend of public and 
private identity. Throughout the 1990s Koons repeatedly combined the 
commercialized symbols of play with boundless and childlike depictions of 
creative expression, locating identity expression as a negotiation with the 
readymade tools of culture.

Alison Gingeras, who worked with Koons as the curator on his ill-fated 
show at the Guggenheim in the late 1990s (which was twice postponed and 
ultimately cancelled), states that Made in Heaven is of utmost significance 
to the development of his career and to his reputation as one of the most 
influential artists of the era. Writing in 2010, she claims that it was “in the 
process of making Made in Heaven from 1989 to 1992 that Jeff Koons 
became Jeff Koons. […] The markers of his current successes—the auction 
records, his decoration of Frances Legion d’honneur, the glowing magazine 
profiles—are all legitimized by the sincerity he proved with Made in Heaven. 
Jeff Koons as we know him today was born through porn.”48

The idea of a performed put-on, which is neither cynical, ironic,  nihilistic, 
nor inauthentic, became an important characteristic of Koons’s practice. His 
blend of commodity fetishism and sex is evident in works such as  Diamond 
(Blue) (1994–2005), a sculpture that depicts a large blue diamond ring made 
in high chromium stainless steel. Koons states that the sculpture, which 
forms a part of his Celebration series, was

based on the calendar of holidays: vacations, birthdays, Valentine’s Day, 
Easter. The diamond is seven feet wide. The stone is attached to a ring 
by four prongs. For me, the prongs are like sperm attacking an ovum. 
The facets of the diamond are the egg in the process of being fertilized.49
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Koons’s post-1990s work has largely searched for a way to embody purity 
of expression with a dependence on cultural signification. Koons depicts 
sex, like art, as neither a sincere expression of a pre-linguistic reality nor 
devoid of sincerity simply because its expression through cultural code is 
socially constructed and necessarily restrictive.

The effect of Made in Heaven on the subsequent reception and production 
of art was significant. The effect of his work can be clearly seen in the subse-
quent Gaudy art movement in China, the Superflat movement in Japan, and 
the rise of the YBAs. The art critic Li Xianting, who actually coined the term 
“Gaudy” in reference to a group of Chinese artists that combined the aes-
thetics of Chinese folk art and consumer culture in the early 1990s, claims 
that “Gaudy art is strongly influenced by Jeff Koons. […] By the late 1980’s 
and early 1990’s, essays and exhibition catalogues relating Koons’s work 
began to enjoy widespread circulation in Chinese art circles.”50 In assessing 
his influence on artists that emerged in the contemporary era, it is the sense 
that his work demands to be interpreted at face value that has reverberated 
most of all, compelling the viewer to create its meaning whilst taking noth-
ing away from its material and performative presence, or its function as an 
expression of identity. Koons’s impact on a vast array of practices attests 
to this understanding, popularized by Warhol, that whether it is an object 
that refers to a supermarket item or a farming tool, art is communication 
through social artifacts—public expressions of identity that are no less pri-
vate or sincere because of this.

In the 1990s, it could be argued that all art effectively became a kind of 
public art that possessed a relationship to vernacular culture even when exhib-
ited inside the institution. In this scenario, there was less demand for artists 
to state their precise critical intentions because art was becoming justified by 
its entertainment and performative character alone, reflecting its role within 
a larger culture industry. Sylvère Lotringer writes that Koons “embraced the 
System as publicly as he kissed Cicciolina’s ass. […] He never had to deny or 
deconstruct anything to make his point. The culture industry was doing it for 
him.”51 Crossovers between commercially successful artists and those who 
exhibited in serious, state-operated museums became increasingly common, 
propelling the concept of “art as entertainment” even further than in the pre-
vious era. By the end of the decade, the 1990s represented the rise of art bien-
nales and large-scale exhibitions around the world. This aided the perception 
that a new pubic and globally connected artworld was emerging, intrinsically 
connected to a more mainstream mix of culture and entertainment.

Koons literally began to practice as a public artist after Made in Heaven, 
creating the iconic Puppy (1992): a 40-foot high West Highland Terrier made 
completely from flowers. After not being invited to participate in Documenta 
IX by the curator Jan Hoet, Koons decided to unveil his work in a town near 
Kassel, Germany, where Documenta was held. According to Peter Schjeldahl, 
his work completely overshadowed the reception of Hoet’s exhibition and 
reinforced the fact that such large-scale international exhibitions and biennales 
had an entertainment value that contradicted Hoet’s “extreme of a mindlessly 
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high minded curatorial style.”52 Noting Puppy as a specter that haunted Hoet’s 
“condescending” curatorial rationale, Schjeldahl states that Koons’s work

struck me as a weirdly but thoroughly successful political art, […] 
providing aesthetic sophistication for sophisticates, innocent joy for 
the naive and vulgar jollies for the vulgar.53

Puppy began a trend toward large-scale art that was directed to as wide an 
audience as possible. Koons, along with artists such as Takeshi Murakami, 
Damian Hirst, Antony Gormley, and Anish Kapoor, created works that were 
commissioned by wealthy patrons (such as Saatchi, Jeffrey Deitch, Dakis 
Joannou, and Larry Gagosian) and sought broad public attention whether 
exhibited inside or outside the gallery. The importance of these artists in the 
early 1990s lay in signaling to the public that fine art had changed and that 
critical discourse was not considered to be outside the market or beyond 
institutional bias any more than artists were. For Koons, the diminishing 
control of theoretical discourse over the curatorial trends of art made popu-
list art possible, with value measured by public recognition yet not necessar-
ily depending on this solely as a measure of significance. He states: “Having 
value attached to [my work] is just one way that a society can say they 
like the work but there is a difference between importance and significance. 
I mean, publicity or a presence in the media gives it a sense of importance. 
But significance is different, it’s more profound.”54

Koons’s peers such as Martin Kippenberger can similarly be seen in light 
of the critical sensibility I have just discussed, fashioning a public-oriented 
and performative practice. The German critic Deidrich Diedrichsen used 
the term Selbstdarsteller to describe Kippenberger—a German word that 
refers to an oscillation between the promotion and the performance of the 
self.55 This term could apply to many other artists who emerged in the early 
1990s—from Sarah Lucas and Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster to Rob Pruitt 
and Sean Landers. The “artist as self-performer” model in the 1990s typi-
cally involved a very open-ended use of readymade objects, embracing the 
broader cultural context of art and blurring the line between performance 
and expression.

The visible role of the art market and an ever-increasing circuit of bien-
nials and international exhibitions in the 1990s built upon the earlier trans-
formations of art patronage within a global economy in the 1980s. While 
on the one hand globalization transformed art patronage into corporate 
financing of smash hit exhibitions and turned the art market into a  financial 
instrument for currency hedging, the art that circulated in this context 
 nonetheless appeared to resist the cultural hegemony that many theorists 
had feared. Susan Buck Morss states:

There is something remarkable about this shift in the position of big 
business from being the visible content of Pop art to being the invisible 
producer of global exhibitions, from being the scene to being behind 
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the scenes. […] But before concluding that globalization is the prob-
lem, we need to recognize the global artworld as itself a contradic-
tory space—suggesting again that reorientation rather than rejection 
is the best political strategy. […] The global artworld’s inclusion of the 
vibrant, new work of non-Western artists is quickly overwhelming the 
traditional story of art as a Western narrative.56

Coinciding with the expansion of a Western lineage of fine art into a global 
phenomenon that encompassed the traditions of cultures once seen in the 
West as “other,” there emerged an influx of wealthy collectors, populist art 
magazines, and large-scale curatorial exhibitions with an international focus. 
In the 1990s, the notion of art as a culture industry brought with it an aware-
ness that modernist and postmodernist art pursued only an illusion of inter-
nationalism. With Warhol becoming the seminal figure of contemporary art 
that Duchamp held in the 1960s, 1970s, and a good portion of the 1980s, the 
artworld would move toward global inclusivity, with an unstable conception 
of “critical practice” as a necessary by-product of such expansion.

Folkloric Revivals within a Global Art Context

After a widespread economic recession in 1990 and 1991, Charles Saatchi 
turned his attention away from the American art market and toward emerging 
British artists. In a series of exhibitions in 1992 called Young British Artists, 
Damien Hirst’s The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone 
Living (1991) was first exhibited. Funded by Saatchi, the work reflected the 
immediate impact of Koons’s work yet also symbolized a shift away from a 
critical (and American dominated) narrative of art. This was art as a global 
market. Practices that were once seen as critical alternatives to the art market 
were now seen as just another market, only with different value systems. The 
legacies of Conceptual Art, and art that was based in academic knowledge, 
became considered within the broader capitalist environment.

“Folklore,” as the root term from which the adjective “folkloric” is 
derived, has an interesting double meaning that is relevant to this contem-
porary scenario, referring to the production of culture as well as its study 
and compilation. Many contemporary art practices emerged in the 1990s 
and revolved around the collation of popular and subcultural artifacts as 
themselves acts of individual and cultural expression. It is often overlooked 
that Damien Hirst began his career as a curator, curating himself and a 
group of fellow students from Goldsmith’s College of Art (including Gary 
Hume, Michael Landy, Mat Collishaw, Angela Bulloch, Angus Fairhurst, 
Sarah Lucas, Simon Patterson, and Fiona Rae) in a warehouse exhibition 
called Freeze in 1988. This mode of practice, whether seen as self- promotion 
or self-initiative, became synonymous with the YBAs’ success, involving 
work made through broad cultural analysis yet positing “expression” over 
“critical strategy.”
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In his 1997 list of the 16 most influential YBA artists, the British critic 
 Matthew Collings identified 10 of them as having graduated from  Goldsmith’s 
College.57 One of the main reasons that Goldsmith’s students were so influ-
ential was the strong cultural studies focus of the school, which incorporated 
media studies and performance studies as well, much earlier than universities 
in other parts of the world. Goldsmith’s had a long affiliation with cultural 
studies through figures such as Richard Hoggart (founder and first director 
of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural  Studies) who was the principal of 
the college from 1976 to 1984. In addition to this, Julian  Stallabrass claims 
that, unlike other British universities at the time,  Goldsmith’s had “abolished 
different divisions between different media (painting, sculpture, printmaking 
and so on) […] and students were  encouraged to make specific interventions 
in an art scene of which they were to acquire extensive and detailed knowl-
edge.”58 Such an approach to art education highlights contemporary art as a 
legitimate industry, informed by a cultural studies focus on interdisciplinar-
ity and the elimination of cultural borders.

The success of the YBAs revitalized the British art scene and spawned a 
new generation of contemporary commercial galleries in London, such as 
Karsten Schubert, Victoria Miro, Interim Art, Sadie Coles, and White Cube. 
The spread of interest generated a market for contemporary British art mag-
azines through increased advertising and circulation. Frieze magazine was 
launched in 1991 after the soon-to-be editors, Amanda Sharp and Matthew 
Slotover, visited Hirst’s second curated exhibition titled Modern Medicine 
(1990). Sharp and Slotover embraced the emerging YBA movement while 
already established publications such as Art Monthly, Art Review, Modern 
Painters, and Contemporary Art were re-launched with a greater focus on 
emerging British art.59 In contrast to the era’s reputation as heralding the 
death of art criticism, the YBAs brought an added focus on art writing—not 
as criticism that assumes a singular position but that sees itself as implicated 
in the commercial gallery system. The YBA movement ushered in a notion of 
art criticism that acknowledged insider and colloquial perspectives, mixing 
art theory with marketing, editorial opinion, and gossip.

The YBAs’ mixture of art, cultural theory, fashion, and advertising 
invoked equivalence between the radical gestures of the avant-garde and 
the strategic gestures involved in all forms of communication, whether used 
for revolutionary or conventional ideals. Here, the critical gestures of the 
modernist avant-garde and the postmodernist neo-avant-garde were no 
longer directed toward an attack on what the institutions of art would or 
would not allow as art. Therefore, an artist such as Hirst is often not inter-
preted as seeking continuity with the radical art gestures of the past but as 
concerned with common everyday experience, eager to generate the more 
all-embracing response of “interest” from the artworld and general public 
alike. In contrast to the archetypal postmodern encounter, the viewer here 
is less inclined to be directed toward thinking about the art object’s relation 
to a critical or historical frame of reference. Characterizing an approach 
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to exhibiting art as a type of “do-it-yourself” museum, in a 1995 interview 
about his series of formaldehyde artworks, Hirst states:

With the formaldehyde works it’s like the fish lives in an environment 
which is totally alien to us, which is in the sea, which is the opposite 
of where we live. So it’s like to take a fish, kill it, then put it back in an 
environment which is very similar to the environment it was in before. 
I really like that. In a way it is like a Victorian curiosity. […] The shark 
piece and the sheep, all those pieces are part of a series called ‘Natural 
History.’ I remember going to the Leeds City Museum when I was young 
and seeing a stuffed Bengal Tiger and thinking ‘Wow that is just fantas-
tic.’ I think that you get that in a natural history museum. And so to put 
that in an art gallery, they’re similar spaces, I like the idea of doing that 
with the mundane animals instead of the fabulous and exotic animals.60

Hirst approaches the art institution as a tool that enables greater attention 
on the artifacts of everyday life, highlighting a relation to the common cul-
tural vernacular and folk identity of Britain.

The work of other YBAs such as Tracy Emin, Sarah Lucas, Mark  Wallinger, 
and Gillian Wearing can similarly be seen to communicate reciprocal rela-
tionships between the institutions of art and the goings-on of daily life—via 
references to common mass media tropes, cultural detritus, nationalism, and 
public space. Thus, Emin therapeutically voices personal  narratives using 
craft techniques; Lucas amplifies the national characteristics of  tabloid 
newspapers; Wallinger responds to the timely daily happenings affecting 
British politics; and Wearing concentrates on vox populi, exploring the hid-
den depths behind the anonymous “man on the street.” While undoubtedly 
adopting analytical poses in the journalistic sense, such artists refuse to 
essentialize their work. Seeking an immediacy of interpretation, their ideal 
viewer would be someone who wanders into the gallery from the street, 
preoccupied with the buzz of everyday thoughts, without expectations of 
profundity. Other more explicit examples of this folkloric sensibility include 
Jeremy Deller—who, with Alan Kane, exhibited selections of British folk art 
in Folk Archive (2000)—and Grayson Perry—a cross-dressing ceramicist 
and painter whose illustrations reveal a concern for the intersections of folk 
tradition and subcultural identification.

Like the term “Britpop,” the term “Young British Artists” relates immedi-
ately to popular national identity. “Cool Britannia” was another well-used 
term that aligned the success of British fine art to British pop music, along-
side popular bands at the time such as Blur and Oasis. As Scott Lash and 
Celia Lury have observed, when British art toured in the 1990s, the art 
object that circulated was

not fine or visual art but spaces, microcosms of the turn-of-the- 
millennium (‘Cool Britannia’) British cultural life. In the Life/Live 
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show in Paris in 1996, curators moved (or created) not just the art but 
also the art scene or art spaces to Paris. […] The artworks and their 
immediate context of production were merged. In this instance the 
artwork is no longer understood in an indexical relation to an origin 
or source, an author or national culture, but simultaneously with that 
context, indeed as that context, as a dynamic media environment.61

In this scenario, a relationship within the gallery space is created and situ-
ates the artwork in a larger flow of production of which it is a part. It is in 
this sense that the YBAs did not invite the viewer to decode or interpret their 
works as much as they asked him or her to view their objects as part of a 
larger process of cultural exchange that the artist, artwork, and viewer were 
all involved in, with no finite beginning or end to the interpretation and with 
no clear line between the inside or outside of the gallery.

With the success of the YBAs, the modernist conception of the gallery as 
a quasi-church of aesthetics and the postmodern conception of the gallery 
as a haven for aesthetic deconstructions of power both seemed inadequate. 
For post-1990s art in general, the gallery is closer to a type of community 
center for displaying artifacts. While drawing from a combination of con-
ceptual art and appropriationist strategies, the most renowned YBA art had 
little indication of critical distance, appearing at once as a compilation of 
nationalist cultural reference points and a sincere expression of individual 
and communal identity.

Thomas Crow has noted the underlying folk revivals in the work of the 
YBAs, arguing that the movement, like the British Pop artist Peter Blake, 
displays an obsession with Victoriana and village pastoralism. Crow claims 
that British Pop Art from the 1960s had a more “capacious vernacular” than 
American Pop, and the YBAs continued this through tabloid representations 
of the criminal underclass, museological curiosities, and a vast array of shared 
national myths and fantasies. Representative of a divide between American 
and British art, Crow claims that this treatment of the folkloric in the YBAs 
is, to American audiences, couched in terms of “moralizing disapproval: Hirst 
and the YBAs in general are tagged as shallow, opportunistic, derivative and 
provincial. But this appears increasingly as a predictable and simple artifact 
of critical discourse and artistic intention growing entirely incommensura-
ble with one another.”62 Crow cites the obligatory institutional critiques that 
were expected of artists in the 1980s—the assumption that “any artist who 
takes up vernacular objects and motifs was obliged to demonstrate the seri-
ality or sign value of the commodity.”63 However, “the folkloric or mythic 
resonance” of the YBAs’ thematics revealed a different, more local focus that 
exploited the “decayed” internationalism of modern and postmodern art.64

Amidst the globalization of art, the YBAs’ local and vernacular preoccu-
pations served, to a certain extent, as culture industry branding; however, 
they also encouraged artists around the world to mine their own “poplore,” 
not unlike the way the success of Pop Art in the 1960s triggered other 
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countries to recuperate their own peculiar national pop-cultural sensibili-
ties. Within this scenario, national identity came to be seen as something 
that had significant indeterminable aspects inherent to the concept. Due to 
the chaotic mixture produced by global flows of media and culture, the 
delimitation of “national” from “foreign,” which once determined authen-
tic national identity, was largely irrelevant. As claimed by Arjun Appadurai 
in the early 1990s, neither centrality nor peripherality exists in the con-
text of cultural globalization. Rather, the flow of signs and their associated 
socio-political values comprise a “complex, overlapping, disjunctive order” 
in which “the ideas and images produced by mass media often are only par-
tial guides to the goods and experiences that deterritorialized populations 
transfer to one another.”65

For the Nigerian-born curator Okwui Enwezor, in the current moment of 
“contingent, indeterminate cultural histories” of contemporary art, we must 
think of national identity never as fixed or authentic but as marked by both 
national and international migrations. In his consideration of African art 
within the global art character of the 1990s, Enwezor argues that the effect 
of this internationalism on non-Western artists is comparable to the way 
migrations within countries and cities themselves “bring to those sites new 
cultural archetypes and languages that often compete with the rooted, set-
tled communities.”66 Claiming national identity as a phenomenon beyond 
physical borders, Enwezor states:

introducing concepts of hybridity, ambivalence, and indeterminacy 
into the lingua franca of cultural and political discourse, these move-
ments pry open routes into the values of ethnicity, origin, and authen-
ticity. Such re-routings not only question but also unsettle allegiances 
and make clear sites of myriad political, cultural, social, and expres-
sive thought, so that speaking of ‘black’ Africa has become not only an 
inadequate point of classification and differentiation but  anachronistic. 
In this regard, various discourses are beginning to recognize the valid-
ity of Maghrebian, Caucasian, and other histories as integral to the 
ways we define and expand the notion of who and what is African.67

Here, stable categorizations of group identity are replaced by the concepts 
of interrelatedness, indeterminacy, hybridity, and pluralism.

For Enwezor, cultural exchange in contemporary art is comparable to 
the migrations and dialogic relationships that occur on a daily basis within 
countries themselves, such as that between urban and rural. As African, 
Russian, Japanese, Chinese, South American, indigenous Australian, and 
South-East Asian artists, amongst many others, increase their representation 
alongside artists informed by predominantly Western art-historical narra-
tives and traditions, national identity in the contemporary era is often pre-
sented as partial and almost always impure, underpinned by principles of 
trans-cultural exchange.
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Despite the fact that Western institutional structures of fine art have 
been adopted by many countries around the world, contemporary art is 
anything but homogenous. Representations of national or cultural identity 
within this scenario are often formulated in a way that emphasizes cultural 
hybrids, embracing the inevitable mis-readings that must occur in a context 
of international exchange. In this sense, an artist such as Takeshi Murakami 
can be understood as presenting the aesthetics of Japanese  culture as imag-
ined by the West; the contemporary indigenous Australian artist  Richard 
Bell underlines how Aboriginal art orientates itself around a “white” audi-
ence; and the Russian collaborative artists AES+F draw upon Russia’s 
 revolutionary history as if designed for a Paris fashion show. Such practices 
do not  generate any dialectical relationships between “pure” and “impure” 
cultural  phenomena but instead communicate a constant process of negoti-
ation between different cultural languages and contexts. The YBAs set the 
tone for this orientation, presenting the tropes of Britishness as if projected 
onto the iconography of twentieth-century American art. The difference 
here from the utilization of eclectic cultural tropes in postmodern art is 
that contemporary forms have moved away from the emptiness, artificiality, 
or power critiques of such formations, as if regarding hybridity as a solid 
enough foundation for identity.

Takeshi Murakami, in a discussion of his early-1990s character Mr. DOB 
(which is Japanese slang for why?), states that this character emerged from 
his interest in French culture and American art but that it was ultimately 
based on “misinterpretation,” from not being able to “get the Western art 
concept.”68 For Japanese contemporary artists such as Murakami, his aes-
thetic sensibility both appears comprehensible in relation to Western art- 
historical precedents such as Duchamp, Warhol, and Koons and seems to 
be complicating such a lineage. Although he is immediately recognized as 
continuing Warhol’s conflation of art objects and cultural artifacts, his work 
reveals important differences that underline the complexity of critiquing 
global contemporary art.

In first approaching Murakami’s work one must take into account the 
fact that the distinction between high and low culture has not existed in 
Japan to the extent that it has in the West. According to Marilyn Ivy, this 
distinction

has always been a Western one, one that has only fitfully and partially 
been incorporated into Japanese institutional arrangements: art schools, 
galleries, museums, criticism. As such, then, something called ‘culture’ 
does not exist outside of something imagined as subculture(s).”69

In a series of writings and interviews, Murakami has insisted on the non- 
distinction between mass culture and subculture in Japan. Instead, he 
contextualizes his work within an art-historical lineage called Superflat, 
theorized by Murakami as a mode of painting that eschews one-point 
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perspective in favor of multiple viewpoints. He cites the Japanese art histo-
rian Nobuo Tsuji’s book The Lineage of Eccentricity (1970) as the primary 
point of origin for Superflat; Tsuji outlined how Japanese artists in the Edo 
era (1600–1870) eccentrically structured the image in a way that brought 
everything to the surface.

According to Tsuji, the Kantian concept of disinterested aesthetic judg-
ment, and the boundary between entertainment and aesthetic value, does 
not exist within Japanese history—there is no history of a strict division 
between “playful” and “serious” meanings in art. Although there have been 
some minor distinctions between everyday commodity forms and high cul-
ture, there has not been the same strict conceptual division between use 
value and aesthetic value in Japan as there has been in the West. The tea 
ceremony (chanoyu) demonstrates this with its emphasis on aesthetic dis-
crimination, connoisseurship, and creativity, in which the appreciation of 
beauty is intrinsically connected with its practical use.70

Murakami holds a Ph.D. in Japanese Nihonga painting—a style devel-
oped in the Meiji (1860–1910) period and negotiated traditional (folk) 
painting techniques with aesthetic influences from outside of Japan.  Situating 
his flattened commercial aesthetic within a hybridized national tradition 
enabled him to quote the tropes of Western art history while adjusting to 
a Japanese art-historical framework. Whereas Koons’s work has typically 
been analyzed in terms of a lineage from Warhol or Duchamp—following 
an underlying avant-garde ambition to forge new and innovative aesthetic 
models—Murakami’s close association with traditional Japanese art renders 
his work a continuation of rather than a break with tradition. This very sig-
nificant background information might not be immediately obvious when 
first encountering his work.

In addition to the lack of distinction between art and commodity, the act 
of copying in Japanese history does not have the same derivative association 
as it does in the West. By using a character such as Mr. DOB on different 
materials (from paintings to sculptures and T-shirts) Murakami employs the 
concept of mitate: the art of citation. Stemming from the Japanese words 
Mi, which means “to see,” and tate which is “to arrange,” replication is 
not devalued or considered a secondary expression to the original.71 In this 
context, value centers on the properties of the citation, rather than in the 
object itself.

With increasing attention being paid to national identity and cultural 
hybridity in the 1990s, older American artists such as Richard Prince, Mike 
Kelley, Paul McCarthy, and Charles Ray all saw a surge of interest in their 
work, interpreted in ways that were very different from when they first 
emerged. These artists have individual slants on American belief systems 
and customs, depicting such phenomena as biker subcultures, pagan ritu-
als in American schools, fairy tale myths in Hollywood film, and uncanny 
 American iconography. In contrast to earlier accounts of their critical 
detached practices, these artists came to be seen in the 1990s as enthralled 
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by the materialistic rituals associated with such folkloric motifs, at once 
enamored by their own imagery and offering it up for contemplation.

For Richard Prince in particular, explorations of American subcultures 
found new significance in the 1990s. Like Warhol’s work, Prince concentrates 
his work on specific and consistent categories of imagery such as cowboys, 
bikers, hippies and celebrities—conceived as both product lines and core the-
matics that he has frequently referred to over the course of his career. His 
appropriated photographic series have been continually reworked from the 
time of his first appropriations of pen and watch advertisements in the late 
1970s, which Prince created whilst working in a New York advertising office. 
In Untitled (Cowboy) (1980 - ), romantic images of cowboys—many taken 
from Marlboro cigarette advertisements—highlighted the “wild west” and 
its place in American mythology. In the 1980s, these works were understood 
as attempts to critique and thus eliminate myth from cultural life. Prince and 
other appropriationists evoked a mode of critical practice that was similar 
to what Roland Barthes called a “true mythology”—critical second-degree 
mythologies that were directed by the idea that “since myth robs us, why 
not rob myth?”72 In this context, photographic appropriation was seen to 
function like a direct critical deconstruction. By the 1990s, however, it was 
clear that Prince, in re-photographing advertisements, was fascinated by such 
imagery rather than intending to diminish its mythical and seductive qualities.

Isabelle Graw has pointed out that, in spite of the poststructuralist assess-
ment of originality and authorship, theorists in the 1980s treated appro-
priating artists as fully conscious, detached, and critical subjects, thereby 
denying that the appropriated material itself may be casting its mythical 
spell on the artist. As the years passed and appropriation has found its place 
as an ordinary tool in the artist’s toolkit, criticality in appropriation has 
come to be considered, like beauty, to be in the eye of the beholder. Rather 
than seen as an attack on myth, Prince is now widely known as an artist 
who identifies myth as important to cultural life. The technique of appro-
priation in this scenario is a tool used to reveal subtle details that are often 
overlooked in our daily interactions with aesthetic clichés.73 Prince him-
self claims that he approaches the camera as “a pair of electronic scissors,” 
compelled to make his appropriations resemble, as much as possible, “the 
photograph that had initially attracted me.”74

The expectation of a neutral and detached perspective in appropriation 
art is rendered by Prince as a romantic urge to overcome meaning as socially 
contingent, highlighting instead the myth of absolute critical distance. 
According to Sven Lütticken, appropriation artists who shirk the expec-
tation of essentialist critique in their work, respond to the “the myth of 
appropriation as intrinsically radical, or productive of radical difference.”75 

Lütticken states:

‘criticality’ is only to a limited extent a result of the artist’s subjective 
intentions. Nor is it a stable attribute of any image or text. Rather, it is 
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something that results from the use of a text or image by an artist or 
critic, or other viewers. Apparent criticality can at any moment turn 
out to be a form of complicity, something seemingly different and new 
that is in fact just cleverly repackaged identity.76

Prince is himself an obsessive collector of books and cultural memorabilia, 
which is something he has in common with Warhol, Koons, Murakami, 
and Hirst—all of whom have had extensive collections of art and cultural 
paraphernalia. Prince states: “I don’t see any difference now between what 
I collect and what I make. It’s become the same. What I’m collecting will, 
a lot of times, end up in my work.”77 The concern for art writers when 
writing about such artists as Prince and Warhol, who appear to be “fans” 
of their own subject matter, is that the term is thought to have intrinsic 
pejorative connotations. “Fan” is derived from the term “fanatic,” which is 
defined by an excessive, unreasonable, or mistaken enthusiasm. The fan is 
thought to have a singular obsession with a mistaken object, one that some-
how inappropriately, and excessively, stands in for healthier, more normal, 
object choices. Writing about an artist who is a fan is akin to writing about 
someone with a fetish; it becomes difficult not to characterize the practice as 
lacking perspective or an awareness of the artist’s gaze.

For Marx, the term “fetish,” as in “commodity fetish,” was taken from 
Enlightenment mythology. In his early years Marx read Charles de Brosses’s 
On the Worship of Divine Fetishes (1760) where the term was first coined. 
Brosses argued that primitive people worship actual objects and animals 
as gods. Rather than representing or symbolizing gods, these objects are 
gods in the eyes of the believers, just as commodities appear to be alive and 
endowed with certain qualities in the eyes of the commodity fetishist.78 It 
was this notion of the fetish as a debased aesthetic sensibility that was widely 
viewed by European intellectuals in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
centuries as the devotion of primitive societies to artifacts.

When writing notes on the 1871 study The Origin of Civilisation and the 
Primitive Condition of Man, by John Lubbock, Marx claimed that fetishism 
is destructive of that which it venerates, functioning as a kind of submis-
sion to objects. Contrary to the fetishes of primitives as interpreted by de 
Brosses, for Marx objects of commodity fetishism do represent something 
else, but the fetishist does not realize this. He therefore defined the fetishist 
as a creature of myth. With its primitive and unenlightened connotations, 
capitalist-led modernity could spawn a backwards leap into the mythical.79 

Post-1990s contemporary artists have a renewed interest in cultural myth 
and belief, to the extent that this question of the diminished critical distance 
between the artist and his or her art objects almost defines the era. For 
conservative critics, art that lacks critical distance is perceived like Marx’s 
cautionary theory of commodity fetishism as a turn towards fantasy rather 
than reality. However, Bourdieu, in The Field of Cultural Production (1993) 
and The Rules of Art (1996), argued that the beginning of scientific wisdom  
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was precisely to see that all art is a fetish, an institutionally constructed 
object of lived belief. Given this, Bourdieu considered the scientific approach 
to understanding “art as fetish” as to analyze not only the processes produc-
ing the works themselves but also those producing the belief that there is 
such a thing as art at all.80

Bourdieu claims that understanding how art functions as fetish might 
be analogous to how Marcel Mauss in Theory of Magic (1902) pondered 
the principle of magic’s effectiveness and found himself moving back from 
the instruments employed by the sorcerer to the sorcerer himself, from there 
to the belief of his clients, and gradually back to the whole social universe 
in which the magic evolved and was practiced. In other words, he thought 
that one should focus not on the “magic,” or formal transcendence, of art 
but on the context that enables such perceptions. He states: “in the infinite 
regress towards the primary cause and the ultimate foundation of the work 
of art’s value” one must “replace the ontological question with the historical 
question” in which it is the “the artistic field” that enables and fosters such 
sublimations.81 Bourdieu notes that, in not seeing all art as fetishistic, critics 
attempt to justify certain (fetishistic) practices over others, thereby perpetu-
ating the magical character of aesthetic or critical value.

If, as Bourdieu suggests, all art is a product of fetishism, all art is arguably 
produced through the artist’s complicit “interest.” Whether art is a political 
painting of a war crime or an enigmatic abstraction, artists are effectively 
fans of the tropes, concepts, or issues they depict in their work. Criticality is 
in a state of crisis in the contemporary era because, for many commentators, 
“critical reflection” still retains this association with the assertion of either 
an absolute self-awareness or its negative: an absolute fetishism or lack of 
self-awareness. In postmodernism, this was rigorously debated in terms of 
the market. The most important question for many art writers revolved 
around whether artists who made clear art’s implication within the system 
of commodities could actually bring about some sort of critical relief from 
the fetishistic character of capitalist forms.

The contemporary artworld has largely rejected the argument that one 
could work within capitalism without being influenced or restricted by this 
context to some extent. So-called critical “blind spots,” which are usually 
taken to be the sign of a lack of rigor, can therefore be found in every-
thing in particular ways, even in the most rigorous analyses. They stem from 
the understanding that any statement or posture enframes certain codes 
over others, providing conceptual focal points that can only be known as 
focal points by their relation to subsidiary points of reference. A critical 
“blind spot,” then, is a relative notion rather than absolute one. Artists who 
make large-scale and highly alluring artworks have been the most visible 
in moving polemical concepts such as “fetish” and “critical” toward more 
 relational concerns of perspective. Through works by artists such as Koons 
and Murakami, the idea of artists as fan—those who obsessively invest in 
particular objects/subjects—has shifted from a negative association with 



164 Post-Critical Art

“blind fetishism” to the recognition that such artists provide important per-
spectives on the relation of pleasure, materiality, and cultural identity.

Nicolas Bourriaud, who made one of the few attempts at a critical eval-
uation of 1990s art, began his 1998 book Relational Aesthetics by  stating 
clearly that he did not think contemporary art had “an immutable essence.”82 
Rather, it was “a game, whose forms, patterns and functions develop and 
evolve according to periods and social contexts. […] It is the critic’s task to 
study this activity in the present.”83 He depicted the dominant artists of the 
1990s as those who used art as a tool “to inhabit the world in a better way,” 
concentrating on a kind of formalist art of actions he situated in an idealistic 
and urbanized global community.84

Bourriaud counted as aesthetic objects all manner of “meetings, encoun-
ters, events, various types of collaboration among people, games, festivals, 
and places of conviviality, in a word all manner of encounter and relational 
invention.”85 However, he positioned such artists as Rirkrit Tiravanija, 
Pierre Huyghe, and Liam Gillick as representative of a new form of neo-
avant-garde that, instead of aestheticizing the art object, aestheticizes the act 
of art-making and formalizes the social relations involved. Like the status 
of bartering or autarky within a capitalist context, these practices were pre-
sented not as disruptions but as interstitial social practices that “fit more or 
less harmoniously and openly into the overall system.”86

Bourriaud thought that participatory art practices could provide a new 
type of critique in an age in which “any stance that is directly critical of soci-
ety is futile, if based on the illusion of a marginality that is nowadays impos-
sible, not to say regressive.”87 Writing as Blair’s New Labour government 
began implementing its creative industries policies, Bourriaud professed 
sympathy for the countercultural practices of historical groups such as the 
situationists. Whereas Guy Debord saw individual subjects as confined to 
passivity in the face of capitalism’s spectacles, Bourriaud understood the 
social being in the late 1990s as compelled to reproduce and disseminate 
the spectacle’s form. This difference was characterized in terms of a transi-
tion from the passive television model of Debord’s time to the participatory 
video game model of the 1990s. It is against this backdrop that relational art 
was thought to make its interventions.

Bourriaud presented the social context of art in convivial and compen-
satory terms, evoking a space of aesthetic exchange that was democratic 
and open. In other words, he evoked a utopian model of social relations 
that was everything actual public space was not. Although perceptively 
identifying the social basis of 1990s art, his theory represents another 
instance where the Western artworld attempts to remove, or “aestheticise,” 
objects and art processes away from reality in order to engage with them—
or rather, in order to showcase them in critical, intellectual, beautiful, or 
enlightening ways.

Bourriaud idealized the processes of exchange that occur in art to give a 
purpose to certain conceptualist art practices he saw as representative of the 
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1990s zeitgeist. His urbane representation of communal aesthetics and rela-
tively harmonious depiction of political engagement (under the auspices of 
benign arts institutions) has become synonymous more with fauxhemianism 
than with the goals of the situationists, representing a cleaned-up version 
of countercultural expression borne from idealistic ideas of the digital and 
creative revolution that was to mark the move from the 1990s into the early 
twenty-first century.

It was the unconvincing, overstated, and romanticized depiction of 
socio-political engagement in Relational Aesthetics that actually alerted 
many commentators to the fact that perhaps there was no other way to 
describe early twenty-first-century contemporary art than in relation to some 
kind of “post-critical,” “post-historical,” “crisis of criticism,”“after theory,” 
or “end of art” scenario. In the 2000s, many art writers, particularly those 
who found Bourriaud’s narrative unconvincing, began to seek more prag-
matic and pluralist accounts of contemporary art. Art in the twenty-first 
century represents an extraordinary range of cultural objects invested with 
a variety of meanings governed by a variety of cultural, institutional, reli-
gious, and individual belief systems with different claims to authority. The 
question is how to make sense of it and how to advocate for value without 
undermining such pluralistic and inclusive ideals.

The “Contemporary” and the Enigma of Aesthetic Value

Artists and art writers in the contemporary era operate in, and contemplate, 
a vast network of institutions, agendas, styles, and historical trajectories that 
operate simultaneously. Given fine art’s history of having critically detached 
or elevated responsibilities within Western societies, this heterogeneous and 
interdisciplinary space might appear more disconcerting when compared 
with the way other cultural industries such as cinema and music are per-
ceived in this same context. The idea that art is merely a type of entertain-
ment, through which an eclectic range of personal and cultural identities 
can be expressed, causes a kind of crisis for those searching for a stable and 
overarching conceptual trajectory that can categorically distinguish art from 
other disciplines and “rigorous art” from “frivolous art.”

After the hyper-theorization of art in the 1980s, the question of beauty 
resurfaced in the 1990s and 2000s as a way to consider the role of affect 
in both art and art theory. A number of art writers such as Arthur Danto, 
Dave Hickey, Elaine Scarry, Richard Shusterman, Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, 
Peter Schjeldahl, and Wendy Steiner have argued for a renewed focus on 
the subject of beauty as an elementary aesthetic notion that can account 
for cultural diversity and subjectivity. Dave Hickey conventionally (and 
warily) defined beauty as “the agency that cause[s] visual pleasure in the 
beholder.”88 He wanted to reinforce the subjective value of art; however, in 
his widely read publication The Invisible Dragon: Four Essays on Beauty 
(1993), Hickey did not elaborate on how aesthetic value actually becomes 
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attributed. Rather, by way of identifying beauty as a type of inter-subjective 
aesthetic Geist, he unconsciously revealed how the concept could serve to 
explain and thus foreshorten any debate.

In response to these calls for a “return to beauty,” contributors to Beauty 
Matters (2000) responded by noting the post-1960s struggles against the 
term’s polemical implications and Western biases. Although many contem-
porary theories of beauty downplayed the term’s relation to innate and 
 natural appreciation, it was argued that the very vagueness of “beauty” 
could potentially obscure the importance of contextual interpretation and 
the notion of all art as socially constructed—a stance that seems to have 
won out in the 2000s.

Jacques Derrida claims that whenever beauty and aesthetics were defined 
after Kant, it was largely an attempt to master and enclose art “within the 
history of meaning or the ontological encyclopedia, it is assigned the function 
of a medium.”89 To assign art thusly is to locate it within the semantic field 
mapped by communication: constituting a vehicle, a means of  transport, or 
transitional medium of a meaning. Derrida showed how communication is 
distinguished from its physical sense—it is ascribed a kind of metaphysical 
movement or force that bridges the phenomenal world and the realm of 
human thought and language. It is in this sense that Derrida critiqued Kant 
as defining art through an analogy with language, guaranteeing the privi-
leged position of the human subject in aesthetic discourse and setting up 
a self-authenticating dialogue that can tautologically confirm the viewer’s 
correctness of opinion regarding the beautiful. Derrida noted that, “[while] 
the purely subjective affect [informing aesthetic judgment] is provoked by 
what is called the beautiful, that which is said to be beautiful [is] outside, in 
the object and independent of its existence.”90

The debates concerning beauty in the contemporary era arose from the 
rejection of postmodernism’s critical demands, which had been an attempt 
to maintain critical value in an era in which “high” and “low” culture had 
purportedly collapsed. Such uncertainty surrounding critical perspective in 
art was approached differently in the post-1990s period, resulting in a wide-
spread rejection of foundational models of art and provoking discussion of 
a “crisis of criticality” and “end of art history.” This “crisis” expresses the 
paradox of making judgments and promoting hierarchies while believing 
that all cultural expressions are, in theory, of equal value.

The postmodern era put this “paradox of pluralism” in motion, having 
been guided by the complexities of post-structuralist theory that, by and 
large, questioned whether one can speak with absolute authority from a 
place of remove from society. Postmodern artists and art writers were orien-
tated toward reading artistic and literary texts deconstructively, problema-
tizing authoritarian critical stances that are purported to exist outside the 
text. In pursuing this, many theorists took up alternative positions that were 
neither wholly objectivist nor wholly subjectivist. Archetypal postmodern 
critique was located in a liminal space—a result of reflexively identifying 
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knowledge as necessitating the fabrication of boundaries, an inside from an 
outside. The classic critical stance of postmodernism highlighted the fram-
ing of the argument to reveal the said restrictions even as this very process 
was itself enframed by similar limitations.

For the performance theorist Gavin Butt, the contemporary period of 
art began a unique mode of unease with criticism and criticality that was 
different from the postmodern context. Writing in 2005, he claims that the 
contemporary period is

less rooted in a resistance to traditional forms of criticism—less a 
rerun of the 1980s—and more a skeptical approach to the heritage of 
criticism left to us by postmodernism itself [original emphasis].91

According to Butt, postmodern critical procedures have transformed into 
orthodoxy in the contemporary era. Criticism in the 1990s found itself “turn-
ing away from some of the established procedures of [postmodern] critical 
practice precisely in order that it remain critical [original emphasis].”92

Butt has proposed that we may rediscover criticality “within the very 
mode of the critical address itself.”93 He has therefore focused on the per-
formativity of the critical response and the ways in which such responses 
deviate from established modes of critical procedure to form a “paradox-
ical criticism,” noting the Latin terms para, meaning “against,” and doxa, 
 meaning “received wisdom,” as informing his terminology.94 Derrida’s 
 identification of the “paradoxical structure of [criticism’s] condition of pos-
sibility” is useful in this regard.95 The term “critical” is synonymous with a 
turning point, interruption, separation, or change in quality. This sense is 
most explicit when it is used in chemistry or physics where “critical” relates 
to a value of measurement, such as temperature, at which an abrupt change 
in a quality, property, or state occurs. The “critical moment” therefore pro-
poses a before and after or a wavering on the cusp of those two moments. 
It is in this sense that the critical cultural production reacts against the pro-
cedures of the past.

Particularly in his later work, Derrida argued that the critical decision 
that is made in the context of an undecidable, unpredictable mode of address 
is not authorized by an a priori theoretical schema. He claims that to make 
it so would rob it of that which makes it a “sovereign and free decision—in 
a word of what makes it a decision, if there is one.”96  Derrida has written 
of the desirable condition of remaining open to the possibilities of commu-
nicative failure in producing a “politics to come.” On this he states:

we cannot and must not exclude the fact that when someone is speak-
ing, in private or in public, when someone teaches, publishes, preaches, 
orders, promises, prophecies, informs or communicates, some force in 
him or her is also striving not to be understood, approved, accepted 
in consensus—not immediately, not fully and therefore not in the 
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immediacy and plenitude of tomorrow etc. […] It is enough of the 
paradoxical structure of the condition of possibility be taken into 
account. […] For me to hope to be understood beyond all dialectics 
of misunderstanding, etc., the possibility of failure must, in addition, 
not be simply an accidental edge of the condition, but its haunting.97

Derrida proposes that decisions—acts of criticism, cultural productions—
must remain heterogeneous to all knowledge as such, to all theoretical or 
reportive determination. He therefore raises the “performative force” of the 
critical address that does “not count on any assurance, any purely theo-
retical criterion of intelligibility or accord” because this would “destroy in 
advance the possibility of addressing the other as such.”98

Emphasizing how critical interpretations are particular to the event of 
the address, Derrida’s reading was applied to contemporary art by Butt, 
who argued that the paradoxical and performative conditions of the criti-
cal address are continually foregrounded. For Butt, artists and art writers 
engage “in a performative modality of criticism” that does not just refer to 
the theory or meaning behind the address but enacts it “through the very 
practice.”99 One of the reasons performance is foregrounded in art after the 
critical polemics of postmodernism is that the authoritative postures of art-
ists and art writers have noticeably lessened; art objects increasingly do not 
refer to a theory but rather serve to trigger cognitive connections in the con-
temporary viewer that are not predetermined. While some commentators 
have referred to the state of art in this scenario as post-critical, I argue that 
this situation might be better understood in terms of an altered perception 
of what it means to be critical.

Every creative act is motivated by specific ideas that are then expressed 
through certain existing tropes or ideological positions instead of others. 
These ideological breaks and continuities emerge from the unique yet multi-
plicitous nature of the particular act, in which the interpreter is intrinsic to 
both the resolution and irresolution (or “reformulation”) of that act’s mean-
ing. For Derrida, each singular event of “writing”—his term for experience 
in general—is not what it is except in view of another such singular event. 
What appears and passes away as a signifier is not the stand-in for an origi-
nating presence but the “each time one single time” aspect of the address in 
which the specific, the unpredictable, and the undecidable are all operative. 
Performativity is heightened in this scenario and “critical” in “critical act” 
becomes a particularized or fragmented notion that cannot be independent 
of an interpreter, reader, receiver, or viewer. This exemplifies what it means 
to be “contemporary” or a “contemporaneous subject,” heightening the 
address itself as well as the need to constantly negotiate meaning.

The Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben has described “contemporari-
ness” via a contradiction in the phrase “I am in this instant in fashion”—in 
which the moment that the subject performs the critical address he is already 
out of fashion, requiring a continual re-address in the face of such failure.100 
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Agamben states that being a contemporary subject “entails a certain ease, 
a certain quality of being out-of-phase or out-of-date, in which one’s rele-
vance includes within itself a small part of what lies outside of itself, a shade 
of démodé, of being out of fashion.”101 Like Derrida’s identification of the 
importance of accounting for the possibility of failure in the critical address, 
Agamben’s contemporary subject “firmly holds his gaze on his own time so 
as to perceive not its light, but rather its darkness.”102 The contemporary 
era is marked by the perpetual and performative re-instatement of one’s 
critical stance in an always disappearing present.

In the numerous accounts of a critical crisis in contemporary art, most 
writers agree that although there is a plethora of art writing and criticism, 
it appears to fall into an abyss, with little sign of its impact. The German 
theorist Boris Groys describes this situation when he argues that nobody 
reads the critic’s text anymore yet it still needs to be there to dress up art 
that would be “naked” without it: “Other than its sheer material presence, 
one doesn’t really know what to expect of it or desire from it.”103 In this 
contemporary scenario, art theory and criticism is “at once indispensible 
and superfluous.”104

Numerous art writers have noted that, while criticism is regarded as 
important to the contemporary artworld, one wonders if anyone actually 
deeply engages with it. Groys, who was interviewed in Frieze magazine in 
2009, claims that, while readers expect a “value judgment” from criticism, 
this is “precisely what seems to me to be in peril at the moment.”105 Younger 
art writers such as Ann Demeester, Will Holder, and Dieter Roelstraete have 
similarly argued: “There is much writing about art these days […] but one 
thing that seems tantalizingly absent from much of this tremendous out-
pouring of scripture is speculation.”106 James Elkins has noted that “art 
criticism is in worldwide crisis. [It is] practiced more widely than ever 
before, and almost completely ignored.”107 For Lane Relyea: “The terms 
that underwrote an older conception of criticism—notions of the public, of 
culture, of value—are in deep crisis, seemingly indistinguishable today from 
naming mere market functions in our transnational capitalist economy.”108 
In a roundtable discussion published in October in 2002, commentators 
such as Benjamin Buchloh, Andrea Fraser, Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, 
James Meyer, Robert Storr, and Dan Cameron overwhelmingly reflected the 
view that although art writing and critical expression might be flourishing, 
it is actually in a state of crisis due to its ineffectiveness.109

Most contemporary artists’ “critical stance” entails the individual and 
cultural identities that are expressed by their work, taking the form of 
positive or negative statements/critiques. However, for art writers in the 
contemporary era, there is increasing pressure to stage affirmations rather 
than qualitative judgments that are backed by theory and social analysis. 
 Contemporary art writers have become affirmative in their contextualizing 
capacity by siding with an artist or artwork, as if providing the other half 
of aesthetic engagement. This is clearly visible in response to exhibitions 




