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THE DEKISE OF THE A?hHTHGARDE.

The prospect that the mental perspectives and the cultural
focus of most of us here in this room have been conditioned,
and to & great extent continue to be conditioned, by the

ethos, the mystique and the achlevements of modernist artistie
eulture can hardly be questioned. The very location and
circumstance of this talk can be seen to confirm the centrality
of the complex of ideas, attitudes and assumptions that we

call "the avant-garde® - not only to our understanding and
experience of visual culture, but alse to our overall view of

life and apciety.

At the same time, artistic culture is clearly not experiencing
the degree of confidence that seem3a to be indicated by the
apparently expansive nature of our cultural institutions. There
is an evident massive contradiction between the implicit messages
that we read in museumsa, art-schools, universities and other
cultural atiueiurés ind those that we read as they echo

throughout the art community itself.

Artistic culture believes that it sees itself in terms of
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historical precedent; ita wvery self-view is understood to be
conditioned by the flow, the current, in which it locates itself.
Yet, today, it clearly stands before an uncomfortable future
that i3 not necessarily predicated im its own past traditioma,
Indeed, current artistic activity now glances back into its own
past with some trepidation - since the historical body of
modernist tradition no lomger appears quilte the same, no longer
seems to offer a secure and valid basis for creative activity.
The historical reality of modermist culture slowly reveals
it3elf as sométhing a little differentt from what we thought it

was,

0f course, various established modermist critice and commentatora
have been reading obsaguies over the sickbed of avant-garde
value for at least a decade. But they have almeat imvariably
done so in a confused and contradictory manner, declaring the
demise of the avant-garde in the light of “post-modernist™
tendencies that, paradoxically, remain rooted = even claim
justifiesation and sanctiom - in the past heroic traditions of

modernism.

There is a sense abroad that the avant-garde has somehow failed,
eroded, become irrelevant, even old-fashiomed. TYet, the wvery
modernisat culture that wes for so long marginal to established
culture, regarded as being tangential, eccentric, outrageous,

er just plain deranged, is now sanctloned g8 the artistic
agbjectification of our preseat collective sccigl self-imaege., There
i=s an awareneas, cmiy half articulsted, in critiecism and theoret-
ical discourse concerning studio practice, that modermist
imperatives no lomger spply. Revertheless, artistie productiom

appears to remain locked to modernist precedent - if omly to the
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degree that stylistic supercession validetes the very structures
that it extends and builds upan.

It appeara evident, then, that we are confronted by a mejor
nexue of contradiction located at the very core of our current
understanding of artistic culture = whether it be in terms of
critical, curatorial or studic practice. This obviously is
dependant to Some extent upon confusions concerning the nature
off what exactly we mean by the very term® snd concepts that we
are using. [Eé}ﬁ do we mean by “avant-garde” ? Is it a wvalue,
a mode of artistic behavious, or a structure of collective
cultural assumptioms ? Is it a coherent body of thought, a
gtyle, n world—view or an aesthetie traditicen 7 Is the netion
of "avant-garde wvalue® synonymous with that of "modernism" 7
Is "modernism™ an ongoing amd still-evolving process stemming
from a past cultural mutation.? ‘Or i3 it & historical emItural

epoch susceptible to a termination ?

There is: glag g deeper level of confusion: end that is the one
operating between an understanding of modernism ae am artistie
aystem and an understanding of modernism as a way of looking at
the world. This contradictien stems fmom the particular ways
in which artistiec culture of the recent past has been, and
centinues to be, mythologised. The canonizatiom of not only
individual exemplars, but also of their actioms, gestures and
paradigmatic products (one can think here of the obvious example
of Duchamp) ias, however, only one aspect of the complex
mechanism in which, at a primary lewel, the artistiec producers,
and, at a secondary level, the cultural condumers, orientate

gnd identify themselwes.



It is characteristic of contemporary artistic culture that the
paradigms of the heroic models of modernism are now largely
transmitted through the chanmels of x widespread and public
distribution network (one made up of specialist publications

and art-history lectures) rather than through the more peraonal
earlier exchanges that tock place within the confines of a defined
artistic community.

This, of course, 18 not merely a matter of a widening of some
sort of informational base, a process of enhenced availability,
g "democratization® of culture. It is more in the nature of a

g
deformation = the institutionalization of the historic models
off modernist culture. Inevitably, this development has caused g

gpubtle transformation of those paradigms and a concomitant:
deflection of the process whereby the individual contemporary

artist concretizes his identity im the light of herofc exemplars.

Thias deflection canmot but alss transform the individusl srtist's
gelf-vyiew, his understanding of the wvery nature of his activity,
role and function. Histarical sanctification, however, would
tend to deny and obscure this modulation. A contradiction is
thus set up between the mythical structure of the exemplary model
and the actual structure of the contemporary reading. The
contemporary artist finds himself being progressively diastanced
from & traditional base to which he 31il)l believes himself to

be intimately connected.

Equally, the senctification within society at large (as opposed
to the earlier limited ssnetificetion within a distinct and

contestationsal afiiatic sub-culture) of the exemplar's produets, of



the paradigmatic historicel artworks of modernism,that has
progressively taken place during the “"museum explosion of the
last two decades also tends to implant and to reinforce a

contradictory self-view on the part of the artist today.

Not only have paradigmatic "masterpieces™ become de-sogialized
and de-historicized, sco glsc have the social and culturel

8ituations in which they were produced. The contemporary artist
is gbviocusly further distanced from his modela by the transform-

ation (and, of course, develuation) of historieal facts into
legendary ones. In the neutral and sacralized space of the
museum, the individual artwork is now thiust into & continuum
wlhe:re the only currency of exchange 15 atyle: +the socisl context
of the work (the whole social context, that is to say the complex
of mssociative "meanings" carried by an artwork within social
discourse, as well as the social conditions: of its: production) is
now thrust into a continuum where the only currency of exchange
i myth.

If artistic culture is de-historicized in this primary way, it

is glso de-historicized, as it were, in a secondary menner. Just
a3 artefacts conditioned and formed by diverse social imperatives
are de-socialized by juxtaposition in museum space (the recipracat-
ion between, for example, = cubist painting and an Eskimo mask
when both are neutered and subsumed to formal plastic value) so
they caﬂl%e de<historicized by = sort of telescoping of time,

The "recent acquisitions®™ room in which a newly-purchased seminal
“masterpiece” and last year's fashionable confection creaste =

tension between them that 13 resolwed in the common Adencminstor

of time-less time, history-leas hiastory.
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This de-historicization is not contained, not limited to its

own objeets, but inferms the whole comtinuum of which the

museum is, itself, representative - and, of course, it informs
social individusls, not least the contemporary artist who
interacts with the museum. He sees, or has the potential to

see, His own work enshrined in that priveleged, self-encepsulated
space. This expectation is conditioned, however, by a series

of contradicticns between the individual artiast's response

to the legendary artistic tradition( between his sense of somehow
"belonging" to a special aesthetico-social formaticen sanctioned
by the myths of moderniat a:t-hiatnr;}an& his necessary reactiem
to the conditions that actually pertain in the present cultural

superstructure.

A full historicel awaremess would, in this context of course,
totally fragment the homogeneity of the existing oultural edifice:
and the natural resclutiom of this camtradiction is to deny
history in ell domains but in the merely stylistic - in short,

to admit only a pseudec-history, one intermalized and restricted
to the dynamics of fommalist progression and mutation. Style
recognizes that artworks follaw one another as do artistie
"movementa®™; further, style insists categoricslly om the notion

of development.

Contemporary art conceives itself to be teleologically-directed.
Contemporary “progressivist® culture sees itself as just that - in
the secondary semse of the word - it progresses, it advances,
improves, superceedes. But this teleoclogy, of course is pnderstocd
in terms of an integrally clo sed and self-encapsulated dynamie. It
seems that, within the cultural domain, history has beem replaced



by mere sequence,

Thus:, we note the development of a deepening mystification that
blankets and distorts mot only the contemporary artist's
underatanding of his relationship to the past traditions of
modernism, but alsc the conceptiom he has of his curremt Tole
and function in society. In the light of an evident discontimuity,
I therefore propose the theais thay the socisl snd historical
reality of the avant—gardef:kéigazy;glr different from the way
that 1t 18 now seen both by art-history and by practicing artiats
themselves, Further,l propose tw show that emn essential erosiem
af relevance has talken place in the domain of artiastic culture
that is laergely confined to the parameters of the art commmity
itaelf = in terma, as I have already intimated, of the artist's

understanding of his basi¢ aetivity.

This= unﬂefstanding, this self-view, comprises a body of assumptions
that claim a speclal astatus for the "creative™ artist which are
exteriorized in the concept of the avant-garde, and they are,

of course, inherited from the heroic pericd of modernist artistie
culture at the beginning of thia present century. To sustain

a speclal understanding of the artistic role, it is necessary to
insist on an unbroken continuity of modermist traditiom, om the

permanence — a3 it were - of the avant-garde.

A8 we shall see, this gives mise to the most extreaordinary
contradictionas. PFor instance, the present logic of the art-world,
conditioned as it is by changed patterms of patronage amd an
escalating corporatization of culture, causes the contemporary

artist to see himself in a less marginal and a less contestatiomal



role than heretofore. Yet the mythology of modermism that
sustaing his self-view demands a mare or leass fixed view of thsat
role, one totelly informed by the imperatives of a sceio—cultural
refusal off estabIished value.

BEqually, the massification of culture engendered by the expanding
"culture industry" (publications, movies, mass-appeal didactic
exhibitions Iike the recent New York Picasso show and so on)
copcretizes an even more fixed, closed and e-historical public

wiew of the creative role thakt is increasingly at variance with

the present condition® of artistic production. uAn escalating
scizophrenic situation is dewveloping in which mutually contradictory

concepts slide past one another.

All the evidence of the present dynamic of artistic culture would
point to the fact that the homogeneity of the flow of modernist
tradition (insisted upen by the artistic community and mass
culture alike) is amn 1llusicn. It seems clear that a rupture of
gsome sort, an epistemological break - to use Bachelard's: term -
hae taken place in the recent past in such a manner as to throw
the conventional motions of an evolving end expanding modermist

tradition into disarray.

Aa an emphasis that this displacement concerning an understanding
of the nature of artistic activity iz not restricted to the
confines of the art-community, we: can note a distinct change of
focus in the academic world's wiew of avant—garde wvalue. That
such an unambiguous shifit shguld occur within the most culturslly-
institutionalized arens is an extremely clear indicatdr of aur

pestulated rupture.



Hot so very long ago (certainly as recently a= the nineteen-
sixties) the average university teacher of art-history was

extremely ambiguous towards "the madern movement®. He tended to
ayold dealing altogether with twentieth-ecentury art, declaring it

10 be = more righ%ly - the province of art-criticism. When
inescapably confronted with the emergence of modernist sesthetie
sensibility (amnd this judgement may be confirmed by a glance through
the published scholarship of the period),course material usually
acknowledged anly a basic fragmentationm, & watershed around the

point of cubism.

HModerniat artistic culture was at that time ususlly thought of
a3 gn appendage tacked nn,almuﬂt at the last ningﬁteitu the end
of post-impressionism in such a manner as to maintain the formal
coherence of a posited central tradition rumning from Gaunguin
and Cézanne wia cubism to abstraction. Lingering and evolved
notions of "significant form" defined a hierarchy between a
concelived mainatream and a conceived marginality. Zwven central
european expressionism could not be easily be seen to it the
established pattern and was censequently downplayed. Dadaism was
a clear aberration. OSurrealism defined as "narrative™ and
"literary" - a manifestation of a pathologleal rather than of
an artistic domain.

What Geme OSwenson was to define as The Other Tpadition was fimmly

relegated to a marginal position. Paralleling Daniel Bells
declaration of "the end of ideclogy", critical and curatorial
opinion insisted onm the "outmoded irrelevance" of non-formalist

|
modernism.# What were to be seminal texts on avant-garde sensibilitr

| # This trend, of course, was echoed in academic literary scholarship
The Movement In England, and The New GwiCicism in the UniFed Stales.
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by Motherwell, Shattuck and others# remained academically
tangential until guite recently: and Swenson's own influential
pamphlet, with its eloguent plea that futuriem enmd dedaism be
taken seriously, was not published until IE&E.;E Ewven at that
late date it was still necessary to make a apecial case in

academic circles for what we now accept as avant-garde aestheties,

The last decade, however, has seen an extraordinary (though largely
unremarked) reorientation of art-historical focus. A wveritable
industry of scholarship has now sanctioned and centralized

concerns that were either previously totelly ignored or understood
as being tangential to the mainstream in ame way or snother,

One has only to 3pesk of the enommous recent output of articles

and monogpapha exploring wvarious aspects of dadaism and futurism
(especially in the domain of the proto-history of performence art
and the experimental thester), of the Russian experience of
cubo-foturism, semantic-formalism, LEF, Vkhutemas and Blue Blouse
agit-prop, of the pervasiveness of Theosophy acress a spectrum
renging from the 2ectarian mysticism of the- Bosy Cross to the
recognition of spiritualism as a fundamental base for the mesthetics
of Munch, Hodler, Mondrien, Kandinsky, Eupka, Malevich, Itten

and others, as well as of such provincial phenomena as Canads's

Group of Seven..

The recent irruption of material on the avant-garde intoc the staid

learned journmals, not to mention its penetration into the thesis

< + RHobert llutherwellr- Dada Fumbers =d Ay wikenbern Sr-'hu-ﬂ‘g Wea York 1937
Roger Shattuck, The Banquet ‘Iea.rﬂ "‘““*s- Books, e ek, MEF

s Gene Swenson, The Other Tradition ljrwllr') o Peansy uown
Phriladadpia 186k 2
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mill, indicates a sudden displacement of the boundaries that mark
the limits of the territory considered legitimate in terms of
academic concern. Another, less immediately apparent, refocusing
of academic perspective in regard to the historical avant-garde
has been a greater concern to isolate overall patterns, to replace
a fragmented linear understanding of the material at hand with

a holistic one. Thi=z tendency towards imposing a homogeneity is,
of course, an indicator of a historicist wiew; and, as far as the
development of modernism is concermed, academic¢ scholarship has

a tendency to replace the notion of a progressive dynamic of
revolutionary supercession with that of a suffusing continuity

mediated by stylistic ewolution.

In this regeri, one has only to think of the question of symbolism,
Understood not so long 280 a3 a gquasi-mystical phenomenon that
characterized certain aspects of the ;iﬁlifiignifvelupment of
pdt-tmpressionism (that is teo say, it wa?{clearly located in

the pre-modern culture of the nineteenth-century), symbolist

value now tends to be regarded as imforming the whole gesthetie
sensibility from which not only early non-figurative painting

but alse the broad currents of futurist and technological

utopianiam hawve aprung.

In the light of this art-historical reorientation, it is evident
that established thaught is beginning to view the avent-garde as
being no longer a part of the current social conformation, but
88 a closed historical epoch. Humanist academic scholarship has
a propensity to declare legitimate material for analyeis only
those issues that are historically neutralized, that are gafely

closed off from the dynamic of the present.
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Ungquestionably, & shift has taken place in the way in which we
upderatand the concept "modermism®. If scholarship is now
sanctioniamg the value-system of avant-garde culture, this suggests
& process that goes well beyond a simple reinforcement of a wider
general acceptance of moderm art, It implies that there has: beem
a transformation in the nature of the relationship between
established culture and the modernist artisitc commmity. The
earlier rejection and incomprehension hs® modulated, The enrlier
public hostility abated.

It wonld be simplistic to place this mutation to the credit of
public taste having become "converted", become mare informed,
educated to the subtleties of avant-garde aesthetics, Clearly
there has alap been a wider and deeper transformation, ome located
within the established cultursl institutioms of society = and
this shift onme wouléd (correctly) assume is dependent an the even

wider and deeper dynamic of e&conomic mutation.

What about the artistic commmity commnity itself them 7 We all
kmow that there is g constent change teking place across the
whole soocial and mental territory staked out by modermist artistie
culture. There is nothing surprising sbout that., The wvery
notion of modernmity is predicated, as we have seen, on the imperative
of constant mutation, om the cycliec rejection of prior walue.
Purther; the ideclogical perspective of modernism inszists om

the self-persuasion that gur own current refusal of precedent is
a8 aignificant a8 any other refusal that has taken place before
us. In the gaze of the legendary medels of rewolutionary artiastic
progression, we can be no less exigeant and radicsl curselves

than were gur predecessars in transcending, imn thrusting beyomd,
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thedir achievementa,

In this way, modernist culture has a clear apprehension of the
idea of progressive seguence in the soclal as well as in the
aeathetic dimensiom, But, of course, style iz understood 1o
modulate, even if it does so violently, within a humu'gﬂn'im,ﬂ- and
ongoing tradition. The fundamental imperatives nf‘atxiggtie
"originality" also, evidently, define a view of the self that is

cast in terms of personal originality. Similarily, this individual
assertiomn, mo matter how egoic,lalso/is\seen to take place within
a hnnagen%ﬁs and ongoing tradition. If one fundamantal modermist
assumption is the essential coheremce of modulatory style, so them
a corrollary assumption is the coherence of the social relatioms
within the art-community that supersumes the perscnal individuation

of its membera.

As long as modernist style, then, is a style (that is to say, in
its own contradictory terms, a "revolutionary sccretiom"), fit
lagically postulates the exiatence of a constant amd self-consistent
superstmcture of social relations within the art community itself,
In contrast to the continuity and coherence (perhaps here I should
say: in contrast to the apparent continuity and cohersnece) of
atylistic progression, the art-community has, in the recent past,
clearly undergone a masaive revision of its intermal social
relations together with a concomitant fundamental transformatiom

of the nature of the individual artist's self-view, Purther, this
deflection has remained largely unacknowledged, due, it would seem,
to a suffusing myth concerming the sutonomy of artistic style

and its supposed primacy over the social relations that are central

to the wvery concept of cultural modernism,
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Perhape I can beat clarify what I mean with & digressien inte

an snecdote. Some thirty years ago, around nineteen~fifty, a
brash twenty-year-old art student knocked unsolicited an the

dogr of Picasso's studio in Antibee with & folder of not especially
distinguished drawings under his zrm. He has been btumming around
the beaches and youth hostels of the Midi with hi= head full of
romantic precedent amd his whole 1i#fe was conditiomed by the

belief that he was constipated with unrealized talent.

When the great artist, whom he had often seen in the street, opened
up the doox, the art student explained in fragmented schocalboy
French that he would be grateful if he, Picasso, had a spare
moment during which he might comment om his work. Such was the
young men's self-confidence (or, perhaps, his arzogante) that he
was not in the least surprised to be immediately asked in, =sat

down, and invited to open his portfolio.

His Prench waa minimel, a3 I have remarked, but he Inmew enough

to address Pilcasso as 'la?tre“, and he naturally used the formal
appelation “"vous"; quite apart from the aura of fame, there was an
age gap of more than fifty years between them. But the great

man corrected him. "Non, non", he said, "il faut me tutoyer. Nous
sommes les artistesa ensemblesi" -no, no, you must use the persomal

form of address, we are all artists together. PFinelly, after
scrutinizing every drawing, Picasso led him to the doar, patted

him on the shoulder, and admonished him: "Continue, juene homme !"

I tell this story not to record that I once met Picasso in somewhat
1] S
unusual cvircumstances and actually receiwved a studio cﬂ% from

him. The point is, there once existed a world-wide fraternity
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of creative artists for whom the accidents of fame snd *geniua®
mattered perhaps less, in the long run, than a sense of solidarity
in Welonging to a collective enterprise, and that I am oId encugh
amd lucky enaough to have been briefly and marginally part of that
fraternity.

Some twenty years later, im telling this stor ¥y to some students
of my omn at a Western Canadian university, I was made sharply
aware that this fraternity and collective emterprize mo lomger
existed., A couple of them were to visit New York, some two
thousomd miles away, for the first time, on a gallery smd mseum
atudy trip. It appears that, with portfolias undersrm, they

subsegquently knocked om the doar of their artiastie hero, Frank

Stella - who, of course, did not perscnally answer the doar, amd
declined firmly to see his uninvisted wvisitors.

Stella is reputed to have become a millionaire through his painting,
and Picasso was never short on significant finencial resources.

The latter could certainly insulate himself whenever he wished

from the curious and the intrusive by deploying the defences of
fome snd reward. It i2 in no way a discredit to Stella to remark
that the two artists lived in different worlds and were even

motivated as artists by different imperatives.

Haoz, for that matter, waa it a particular virtue that the most
famous (or the meoat nortoriocus, depending on your perapective)
Itwing artist instantly had time and concern for an immature and
not particularily talemted uninvited visitor. That memorised
and rehearsed speech did the trick. A coded password delivered

-
with an atrocious English accent. "Cher Maitre ! Je sufs un
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jeune peintre anglais..."

Stella, Simply, was not historieally able to respend to such an
approach. Something erucial had happened in between. The
fundamental nature of the artist's self-view and his understanding
of the artist's role and function had radically altered. It is
clear, moreover, that this alteration wes not a gradual transform-
ation, &n ewolution, & mutation within a flux, but one mare in

the pature of an absclute and unprecedented Tupture that has
appeared acrosa the whole broad fabric and flow of artistic

culture.

This rupture which we have jdentified in terms of an abrupt
re-focusng of scholarly art-historical parameters and an equally
abrupt transformation in the nature and self-view of the artistic
community does not, of course, comprise simply & series of discrete
cultural deflections. An awaremess of this phemomenon a3 a rupture
(rather than as an evolution, a mutation, = trensposition) makes

1t eyident that these shifts are integrally related to a series

of major developmenta that have taken place across the whole instit-

utional suppoxnt system of established culture.

These developments can be sSeen to be subsumed within ome
comprehensive cultural phenomenon: the conaglida tion together

of disparate cultural institutions into 2 aingle edifice - what

I have called elsewhere "the museozeritical complex" - the
coneretization of which reflects the present congealing corporat-
ization of culture. This escalating tendency towarde the integratior
of museums, art-schools, uaiversity art and humanities departments,

funding bodies, arts councils, parallel gallery and access networks,
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publication and distributions structures and the like,into one
over-riding institutional conformation is, of course, a logical
development in the domain of culture that parallela the presently

consolidating process of the corporatization of capital.

Cast against the perspective of this phenomenon, the recent
buresucratization of culture, the eroding distinctions between
"high" and "mass" culture, the almoat complete absorbtiom imto the
established cultursl edifice of marginal structures, the dipunitiom
of scandalized reaction to attempts of atyliatic, aesthetic and
moral transgressiom, the inatitutionsl and market appropriation of
marginal phenomena such a3 folk art, the appesarance of hybrid amd
artifieis]l forms of "indigenous" art and mutationa in the pattern=s

of patronage can all be seen to be interrelated events.

That this integration is unprecedented and finda no arnection
whatsgever in the genersl ideology of culture up to the present

is emphasised by the fact that the current tendency towards a
monelithic consensus ¢ultu£a iz Iin vivid contrast to the diversified
end contestational perspectives of the modernist tredition. The

present reality of the artist's actual condition is clearly at
variance with the walue-system of the avant-garde, yet the myths

af that wvalue-system survive.

The ercding notion of an oppositicmnal ¢ollective that remains
enshrined in those myth2 is abwiously incompatable with what can
only be described as a revived liberal-humesnist cultural ideology
currently pervading contemporary artistic consciousness, In clear
contradistinction to the earlier ideal of the artist as rebel and

hero, as the individual visionary volumtarist, the existing
sgoio=cultural consensus maintains the ideasl of the artist as the
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embodiment of a series of absolute and abstract values cemtral

to the liberal-bourgeois (wes—if you - liles—the Eowi=03arioof
Sallimesd} understanding of the concept "civilizatiom®.

It must here be emphasised that this is not 2 gquestion of the
edoption (or even the co-optation) of a previcusly misunderstood,
"difficult" or obscure body of modernist wvisionary insighte into
established culture. What we are abserving 15 the modulation of
avant-garde value itself into a distimct neo~Humanism in which
it is now required to extend, rather than to oppose, the Iiberal-
humenist tradition of abjectifying in aesthetic form a postulated
absolute and extra-historical "humen condition". HNot only the
extent of this displacement, but also the current mystificatory
deptha of revealed art-crpiticism, becomes evident whem we
consider the fact that it ias the residusl mythology of the dadaiat
and futurist &bsolute refusal of humanism that is now required
to Inform and velidate this emerging corperative cultural

nep=-Humaniesm,

However, before we can mare fully explore the soclo-cultural and

politico-cultural implications of the aesthetic realignment stemming

from the comsolidagsion of the corperative stage of monopoly
capitalism, it is necessary to have a clearer understanding of the
fundamental avant-garde pasture since it has, to a great extent,
been distorted by this wvery process of realignment.

Benanto Poggioll has unguestionably developed the most penetrating

extant analysis in his Theory of the Avant-Garde which was fipst
publizhed in 1962.#‘1’ He begins by meking a crurial distinection

1 This date is significant in the light of our earlier remarks
on the lateness of a serious respense to avant-garde culture on
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between the notiom of an artistic "school" and that of am artistic
"movement". The schocl, he tells us, is the expression of an
esgsentially classical and hierarchic wiew i?i;;lturnl relations
while the movement embodies a romantic and individualistic
unﬂentandi:r%hmI would like to quote him at moderate lemgth, if
you will bear with me; as I will attempt to show in a few minutes
that his exact definitiom and ﬂiatmmiﬁﬁm extremely appasite
bearing on the actual conditions that pertain across the whole

field of wisual culture today.

"The school®, he writes,“presupposes a master and a method, the
eriterion of traditiom and the principle of authority. It does

not take account of history, only of time (in terms of the passi-
bility and necessity of handing on to posterity a system to work

by, & Seriea of technical secrets endowed with a witality apparently
immune to any change or metamorphosis: ars longa vita brevis). The
schoal, them, is pre-eminently static and classic, while the
movement is essentially dynamic¢ and romentic. Where the schoal
presupposes disciples consecrated to a tramscendent end, the

fallawers of a movement always work in terms of an end fmmenent tn

the movement itself, The achoal is inconceivable outside of the

the part of established academic culture. Poggicli's book was

the first attempt to deal in depth with the subject. He, himself,
notes, in the opening sentences of his text, that: "...few thinkers,
historian=s or critics have delgned to study the subject...one of
the most typleal and important phenomenon of moderm culture." If
academic echolarship ignored modermism, and Poggioli found himself
in m sort of intellectual limbo in 1955, it is worth mentioning
that modernist artistic culture (desplte the intensity of its
activity at that time) was far from widely accepted in terms of
either critical opinion or institutional committment at that time,
The present public amcessability of modern art through museum
atructures and the like is not unrelated, as we shall asee, to the
presentt imstitutionslization of avent-garde walue,
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humenistic ideal, the idea of the school as thesaurus. The
mavement, instead, conceives of culture not as inerement, btut as

creation - or, et least, as a center of activity and energy".# °

Pogglioli insists an the sigmificence of the shift from & cultural
‘ﬂlidﬂdfiua of public order towards & cultural confirmation of
visionary individualism. The "school" is ideologicelly dedicated
to the reinforcement of an existing status—quo. The "movement”
abjectifies — in comparison to the idea of a hierarchical edifice -
the principle of flux. He doea not say as much, but it is implicit
in hia argument that the movement is more concermed with the
experience of creative activity than it is with the :bnt-fl:t.'ng{n%..
of abatract ideas in terms of cultural artefacta., The individual
artist member of a movement has a tendency to be self-heroizing

in contradistinction to the diciple of x schoal who heroizes

a "master®,

The movement, thus, is predicated towards questioning the status-

quo. Poggioli remarks that the diaciples of a schoal are

"consecrgted to a transcendent end™ while the followers of a
movement see their end immanent in the movement. I would like

Yow ta bear this distinction in mind when we return,in a moment,

to the discussion of the present situation in the field of
artistic practice.

Before thep, it would be useful to briefly review the factors that

Poggioll identifieas and isolates as the specific characteristies

K:J'Eenatﬁafoggiuli, Ihe Theory of the Avant-Garde, Harper and How,
Few York, 1971, page .
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of a movement, and whiich he defines as contribtuting to what he

calls the dialectic of movemenis, "A movement", he informs us,

is, at the outset, "constituted primarily to obtain a positive
&
result, for a concrete end."# He implies that the dynamic is a

proseletyzing one; its aim iz for the genersl adaption of the

movement's specific ideasls end poimt of wiew. Ta the case im
hand, it is, of course, ",..the affirmation of the avant-garde
gpirit in all cultural fields.™

H e finds that there are two major and two modulatory postures
that contribute to make up this “avant-garde® spirit:- and it i=s
evident that any one of them, or combinations of them_ comild apply
equally to movements that menifest themselwves culturally ocutside
of the artistic field - in radical religou=2 cults or in marginal
politicsl parties. To that extent, such non-artistic movements
may be described as being "avant-garde", Artistic culture, after
all, did not appmopriate the term out of context from its earlfer

ugsage in radical polities.

A3 gn seide, there is also another significant facet to this
corcespandence, It emphasizes, in contradistinetion of course,

ta & central tenet of avant-garde ideology, that artistic culture
is not a special, priveleged and absalute domain of experienmce;

but rather one that parsllels other defined cultural structures
and comtributes on = baais of equal parity with them to the gverall

cultural superstructure,

First of all, there is what Poggloll refers to as the actiyist

& : Erare Pﬂ%‘ldi
A~ Ibid. This and the follawing quutntiunsigre selected
from pages 25 - 3l.
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moment, in which a movement takes form and agitates for the sake
of action itself on a spectrum ranging from the emotional

fascination of sport and adventure ta direct action of the type
@abjectified in internally-justified political terrorism. The

secgnd characteristic that he isglates is the emtsgonistic moment,
that ome ",..formed in part or in whole to agitate against something

or somegne, The sgmething mey be the academy, traditiom; the
Someone may be a master whose teaching and examplle, whose preatige
and suthority, are considered wreng or harmful, Maore often than
not, the someone is that callective individual called the publiec,®

Activism and antagoniesm, he tells us, can be extended by twa other

attitudes that devolve from them and modulate them., "The taste

for action for action's sake,..can drive ftself beyond the paint

of control by any convention or reservation...(to find) joy in the

act of beating down barriers, razing cbstacles, destroying whatever

atands in its way." This is s kind of "transcendental antagonism":
he calls it the mpihilistic moment.

The fourth posture alsc constitfites an extension of the first

two attitudes (that are themselves, of course, "rational in relatiom
of mesns to ends") into the domain of absolute irrationality. This
paature conaista of pushing activism hott only beyond the point where
it is hostile and dangerous to others, but up to and beyond the
print where it is destructive to the self, where it ®"it even welcumee
and accepts...self ruin as an abscure and 6r unimown sacrifice to
the success gf the future movement."™ Poggloli defines this aspesct

a8 the sgonistic moment.

Activism, antagoniem, nihilism, agomism. PFour characteristics of

radical movements in general. Pour characteriatics of the avent-
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garde in particmlar. They are not, of course, regarded as disparate
or fragmentary aspects; but as elements that interact to make up
the dynamiic whole of the particular movement in guestion. Poggloli
insists that ",..the first two moments, by themselwes, constitute
the logic of movements...by adding the other two we get what might
be celled the dialectic of movements.™

I do not believe it necessary here to argue in support of PoggioIli's
analysis. It seems clear that a residual modernist ideoTlagy wemild
conditiom today's artistic community to concur in general that these
four pastures are still characteristic of avant—garde walue, The
whole mythology of our artistic culture would insist as much; and
we have, of course, formalized that mythology by elewating and
cananizing individual artists of the past a5 paradigmstic of these

very confrontational amd anti-social pastures.

Undeniably, the avant-garde consists of more than =z eollective wiew
af aesthetics or common understanding of the nature and functien

af the artist's role - it ia also a shared anarchistie stendpoint,
& group erxperience of alienation, a collective refusal of
established soclety and its conventions, and a flight into an

invented counter-—society defined by fts invented coumber—-conventions,

André Malraux, wha is personally 2o characteristic of the co-optatior
of the erstwhile confrontaticnsl artist into established culture,
has aptly described this process. Writing sbout the "revolt of

the unique against society in the largest sense" and the comcomftant
Solidarity within the “"community of rebels and libertarians", he
tells us that mow "the artist defines himself by breaking away

from that which preceeds him, by means of a slow and purposeful
self conquest. But each artist brings to the fraternal, isolated
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clen his owmn conquests, and they Separate him more and more from

his own particular environment. wa +

Bohemianism, then, is unquestionably integral to the avant-garde
poeture. By bohemianism, I de mnot, of course, mean the beret-and-

sanﬂals?heer_awtllﬁng&:uarins—bnf cliche: that represents an

essentislly pre-avant-garde sensibility, which is today merely a
socially-sanctioned eccemtriecity. This form of “huﬁt;;:i:;£11i1ua
in the remarkably tenacious ongoing traditions of academic
claasicism, HNow and agaiqjun! getually comes acroes an authentie
specaming = representative uf‘iﬂis'archaic~aEnsihilit3, tucked away
in the odd art-schoal - anreeni, ag it were, behind the mors

"conventional®™ expaoments of modernism.

Bohemianism, im the context that we are discussing, is ancther
matter altbolghitisey altogether., It is the terminal state of

cultural terrorism so eloguently depic_ted by Arnold Hauser in

s descxiption of the escalating atages of bohemiam revolt.
Bohemia, Hauser tella us, "was originaslly no more than a demomstrat-
iem against the bourgeois way of ltfe."*itg protagonista, he
explaines, students ané young artista, affected an originality and
extravagance in a spirit of youthful exuberance. They undertock,

he says, "...their excursions inte the worléd of outlaws and gutcasts

just as one undertekes a journey into an exotic land. sk ]

They were followed by the bohemia of militant naturalism, that of

Champfleury, Courbet, Nadar and Henri ¥Murgsr, who were, as Haunser

L Andre Malraux, Paychologie de l'art .~ . .. 194 F-50 querted
Poggieli, ap cit, page 3\ ., 70 '

3 =+ Afngid Hauser, The Social History of AT, Veoluma by, Reurledge o

prm Londos, WAL | poge 139
A st Mbid, page 8o
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expresoes it, “an artistic proleteriat...made up of people whose
axistence was absolutely insecure, people who stood eutaide the
frontiers of bourgecis society, ané whose struggle againast the

It
bourgeoisie was mo high-spirited game, but a bitter necessity." #

Hauser's use of the term "proleteriat™ in this context is not
gratuitious, The violent social changes that took place in the

middle of the century (eapecially in Prance, where urban%;htﬁnn
and the industrial revolution were, just at that time, reaching
the take-off peint) authentically p:ﬂIEt&rianigE& an already
marginal student and fledgling-artist popmlatiom for a peried of
time, One whole artistic generation came to maturity fn a sort
of patronage wvacuum, Sandwiched between the va nishing state

patronage of the residual cultural atructures of classicism and
the not-quite-yet-emerged private patmonage of the bourgecis art
gallery and degpler market. The bohemia of those transformative
years found itself in a necessary conjunction with the newly-

urbanized pessentry and the Iumpen-proleteriat of the explading
industrigl eities.

It is, however, the following stage that here concerns ua; for it
ia in it that we locate the saints and the martyrs of the church
of modernism: Nerval, Rimbaud, Verlaine, Tristan Corbiire,
Lautrésmont, all first appeared with the generation of 1870, They
were, as Hauser has it, "...a company of wvagabonds and autlaws,

2 class in which demoralizatiom, anarchy and misery dwell, a group

Thio

\Q»” Hauser, sap—sdt., page \i¢ ,
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of desperadoes, who not only break with bourgeois society, but
with the whole of Zuropean civilizatien,"s U

It is this sbscolute revolt, this cultural demclition act, that was
necessary before the various forms af escapes (those defined by

the symbolist and decadent mostmlgia for alternate, imsginery and
i"::utic aocial forms) C9uld finally coalesce into the modernist
genaibility, Alfred Jarry wag necegsary before Apollinsire

and Piicasspo, before Marinetti, Mayakovski, Tzara and Hﬂnﬂriﬂnjcnulﬂ
aggert some sort of common purpose and eventualTy cbjectify =

cgmmon assthetic,

And they, of course, in order to protect the dynamic of their
Bituation, were obliiged to comtinue, even to iuﬂt‘l.tutin:m.lf:ﬁ;ﬁ, the:
angaoing demolition act, Each, in their own way, went far beyond
merely opposing or negating bourgeois zociety and bourgecis value;

they cancelled it out altogether - and, a radicalism of that degree

demanded the conatruction of an alternate support system. The
apparently unconnected life-styles of Tzara and Mendrian are not
sa unconnected after all, The hyper-bohemianism and "groupescule"
regasurance of the terrorist cell is the obverse of the Myper-

anmde 3pirifuodigede TEASUTAMME
'hahemianiam{uf the mystical cult.

Unquestionably, them the avant-garde is characterized by a
hyper-bohemianism that refuses utterly established walues, mores
and custom. Purther, what we are able to isolate as modernist
Style is inextricably interpenetrated with a separate and parallel
social universe. The formalist eritical perspective that

understands: the phenomena of modernism as being essentially limfted

w4 Ibid, page g\ .
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to a seq.uential progression of artistic style is entirely
unsatisfactory. It i= incapable of critically penetrating a
field of aesthetic experience that is gbsolutely modulated by
an interiorized and complex body of social assumptiona.

That is not to say, however, that the avant-garde comstituted a
cloged and self-encapsulated universe. Massimo Bontempelli defines
the avant-garde as "...an exclusively modern discovery, born

only when art began to contemplate itoelf from a historieal

viewpoint."* It is, of course, just this historical dimension
that distinguishes the conformation of the avant-garde from that
one characteristic of secta, self-wvalidating cults or other types
of hermetic social universes, Sectarian atructures, of necessity,
claim an extra-historical privelege. Their "secret knowledge"

ia of the ahsulute{:;he timeless, the eternal, A distinct self-

awareness, a collective consciouspesa, 1a clearly neceasary if

& group is tc"cnntemplste iteelf histurieallyt Further, this
self-aWareness must be open, muast be resiliant to some degree

to the effects of discourse with the dominant established notions
of value. It cannot remain locked in behind a wall of faith and

received dogma.

The whole span of cultural history up until the modernist penmiad
demonetrates unegquivocably that artiatiec events fake place

within the context of the socisl dynamic of any given historical
period. If the modermist refusal precluded the normsl dialectical

# MWasaimo Dontempelli, L'Avventurs novecentista: Selve polemica
(1926-1938), Plorence 1938. Quoted Poggioll, op cit., page 14,
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relationship of reflexion and reinforcement (which artistic culture
clearly experienced during the period of cl=zssicism = and, less
nbvingly so, during that of romanticism), what necessary soccial

A

edifice was the avant-garde ;énted in 7 In the light of the clear
discontinuity between 1ts value system and that of external

aociety, the only reasonable reply to that question can be: "its
own"., The emergence of modernism as a coherent system capable of
enduring almost a century was c¢learly the result of a great deal
mare than the simple concretization of a body of concepts and
notions ¢oncerning the nature and fomm of artistic culture. It
depended upon the emergence of a parallel, distinet, and internsally

gelf-consistent sub-culture.

This social formulation extended, of necessity, beyond a mere
"life style", beyond the limited assumption of a common bohemian
stance, It assumed the lineaments of a wider sociil colleectivity.

It i3 evident that not only shared assumptions and attitudes

linked a disparate community aeross: national and regional boundaries
but alse so did shared welues and tastes - and, to a considerable
degree, a shared economic perspective defined by a distinct mode

of production.

I remember my2elf noting, during the late nineteen-fifties, a

remarkable gimilarity in the overall appearance of artists’
studios in different countries between which one would expect to

see extreme divergencies (Eurcpean and Arabic, for instance). This
wag not merely in terms of the cbvicus "professiensl®™ aaspects,
the tnnla-nf-the-traﬂeraﬂ it were, but in regard to an extraordinary

homogeneity of decor and furniture, and especsally of such clear

cultural indicators as clothes and books and gramophone records.
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K Euﬂ‘t as bourgeois wvelue, taste and style manifests italef in forma
that over-ride natiomal distinctions (evem - perhaps expeﬁiallr -
the metropolis-hinterland distinetions of colomnislism), so, it
seems, does also the value, taste and style of what might be
described as the "modermist intellegensia", The social spaces
demarcated by this sub-culture are (or rather, were) e:traardiua:ﬂ%-
undifferentiated - the atudios, bars and cafes acroas the world

(with the specificity of the street abscured) remaining more or
less completely interchangeable.

I haaten +0 note at this paint, anticipating = theme that I shall

touch apon later, that the middle to late nineteen—sixties saw a
media diffusion of this previoualy-restrdcted moderniat taste to

a8 brosmder audience. The phencomenon of the massifieatiem of the
cmter-cultu:a; end the subsequent bourgeoisification of e

gvant-garde and modernist aesthic value is one of the clearest
indicators: of the mpture that I have postulated,

In some ways, the emergence of the avant-garde was completely
unprecedented. I believe that it would be true to say that all

previous coherent artistic movements have dialectically reflected
3]
and reinforced the dominat social ethos., I emphasise the "all",

g8ince I can think of no distinct comntestational movement withim
the whole of cultural-histomy except that of the avant—garde.

Certainly, romenticism vehemently opposed the cultural ancien regime
of academic classicism in the name of & sorfof revolutiemary
individualism, But the whole Faustian-Manfredisn posture was,

in easence, the culturgl confirmation of emerging bourgeocis
political power - and thua 5 reflexion and a reinforcement of a

class—conditioned padnt of view. Whatever cultursl contemtatiom
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that toock place did so in terma of a socio-political modulation
of the déminent scciel ethes. Only modernism proposed a conditdon

of absolute rather than relative contestation.

The asgoio-political dimension of the cultural manifestations
prior to the epoch of modernism is clear., In the magico-totemie

universe of tribal culture there ia, of course, ne distinction
between the social and the aesthetic domains: they are absolutely
undifferetiated. Nelther is there found any significant fragmentat-
ion in the priest-king configurations of urban antiquity. PFeudalism
of course, represents a homogenous world-wiew in which the aesthetic
celebration of moenarchial and religicus wvalue are hierarchically

integrated. E:-:: is only with the advent of the modern era (using
the term in this instance in the broadest sense - beginning with

the gothic and concretizing with the renaisssnce) that a distinct
and differentialted notion of artistic culture begins to emerge.

Leapite our contemparary ideological insistence omn the autonomy
of artistic culture, "art-history", as an established body of
understanding, emphasises the social and economic imperatives

that condition culturasl expressian.

The very idea "art", as we presently understand it, is am inventicn
of the renzizsance, The emergence of the artist considered as

a visionary individual and of the artwork as s transcendental
nbjentfare unguestionably phenomena iﬁiﬂ&ly interrelated with the
emergence of mercantile economic structures and the subsequent
development of & clasa-divided society., Humanism ( expressed in
visual culture in the transition from a schematic to =2 narrative-
realist representation) was, itself, a response and a confirmation
of a mutation in'society from a static and feudal world-wview to

& dynamic and ompetitive-mercantilist one.



Rl

] [?1gurztive representation in art, psychologically introspective
narrative in letters, the "acientific method" of observation and
inveatigation, were all aspects of the overall recoamition of the
natural world. That phenomenon, in turnm, was integrated absclutely

with the developing mewcantile-colonialist dynemic. Yow have to

observe, tabulate, ennumerate, codify and describe the world if

you: wish to exploit it.

From the emerging commercial formulations of the twelth century
(themsleves accompanied by the proto-colonialism of the Brussades)

we note an increasing atomiszation between the social and the
cultural orenas - specifieally the cnncretiéﬁtion of the visual

arta gas a field of distinet, autuéumuua and transcendent

experience, The only other historical moment when “"art"™ began To

be thought of in this way was for a brief pericd during the
Hellenistic age. The mediterresn ean first century A.L. 2aw the
appearance of the notion Bf the artist as the mediater of
tranacendental walue, saw the appearance, for a whils, -bf ¢ollectons

deglers, even art crities,

The closing stages of entique primary—imperialism was marked by a
developing complex of sceial relations based on trade and commerce
that were on the paint of evolving into proto-capitalist forms.
This pr_oceas, of course, was arrested (and placed into abeysnce

FL AT
for a millenium) because theﬁg:atem af production was conditioned

by a slave economy. The development of the industrialized technol-

ogy necessary to complement mercantile trade and ta coalesce it
into capitalism - a technically feasible: possibility, remember
Hero's steam engine - was preculded by that conditiom. It is
unquestionable, therefore, that the existence of a class-society

is itself a pre-condition for the very notion of "art” copsidered
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28 a differentiated and autonomous aesthetic function.

With an awareness in mind, then, that the socio-economic dynamie
of artistic culture is rooted in the patterms of dominance central
to class society, that the concomitant logic of visual culture

is one that articulates and reinforces those very patterns of
dominance, and that there also exists a parallel and ideologically-

conditioned set of assumptions and beliefs (and the word ideological
is here stressed - art is quintessentially a mystificatory proceas)
which maintain that artistic vision and artistic products are

esfentially tranacendental in nature,it becomes increasingly clear
that the recent "histoxry"™ of art is, in fact, a history of a

deepening, even a scizophrenie, process of contradiction.

If art is thought to speak of absolute and transcendental wvalue,

the existing class relations to which it respomds are not merely
obscured, but also vindicated, indsed sauiﬁliﬁyﬂ. But even =
superficial overview of art-historical seguence will revesl gne
specific ongoing set of contradictions: the reinforcement im art

of social values that are actually historiecally discontinuous

with the mutaeting conditions of economy and production.

The gothic cathederals were, on the face of it, erected as
monuments to a static and timeless view of man's relatiomship
with the divine, But they were also so done under the conditions
of a developing set of urban proto-industrial economic relations
that denied that very view, The manumentaliiatinn of an
undifferentiated understanding u'f EI.'nd a.cqieae::c& to; divine
euthority and ecclesiastical prEEtiguitenﬂEd to veil a secondary
mnnumentaliﬁatiun, that of the specificity of a particular local,

urban metropolitan-mercantilist reality of secular suthority and



==

gecular prestige.

The realism asnd the poetry of ailence and arrested time that we
experience when we contemplate the lete medieval Flemish Due

du Berry manuscripts takes on an entirely different complexiom
when we understand that this padignant® appeal to the absolute and
permanent quality of feudal social relations was actually proposed
in term2 of a profoundly counter-feudal socic=-economic base: that

kil
of the emergent nﬂl"‘th']il: europesn weaving industry.

In a similar menner, the visual art of the renaissance, the baroque,
the neo-classical and the romantic pericds can all be shown to

have a pmopen=ity to celebrate values displaced historicelly by

gne stage in the escalating process of socio-economic progression,
It seems that some sort of law can be formulated steting that

artistic culture has a tendency to represent and to reinforce
the wvalues of the previcus stage of socio-economic development.

If there is any wvirtue to this analysis, we must realise that i%
demolishes gne of gur most cherished beliefs concerning artistie
culture: that one which msintains the inherent progressivity of
art, Rather than being prophetic in nature, art may now well have
to be seen e2 being actually retardaire, The full significance
of thia reveraal of what is slmest an article—of-fzith will become
apparent when, in a few moments, we apply this insight to the

question of modernist artistic culture,

We cannot, of course, take the time here to further detail the

sequential art-historical distortions wherin artistic culture (in
a condition of inherent "unegual development™, if you like) is

discontiduous with the segquence of economic history. For our
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purposes, however, we can reinforce the argument by noting that
the most significant characteristic of nomanticism (which movement,
of course, celebrated the subjectivized and individualistic self-
view of developing bourgeois political power) was mnot to be found
in an egletarian or even in a "democratic®™ image, but was rather
embedded in a nostalglc appeal te aristocratic, mommrchial and
feudal walue., I1f I refer here to the architecture of the gothie
revival, to the novels of Walter Scoatt and Chateaubriand, I believe
the peint would be well made,# 3

This displacement can, q.as I have already suggested, be obeerwved to
hold along the whole sewwence of art-historical sequence, It is

only with the advent of the modern movement that it gives the
appearance of no longer applying= it has mersly been chescured. |
a8 we shall see, Mevertheless, this deflection is- sharp enough
to emphasise that avant-garde wvalue ia defined fiom a perspective
that is distinct from th#e ghserved in previous art-historical
epacha.

The two most immedistely striking characteristies of modernist

artistic culture that appear during the last guarter of the
nineteenth-century are:the increasing dominamce of formal aesthetic

value over icomologicsel content andte shift of focus in the now

L% Une other clear example we might cite in a footnote,nowever, ia
the fact that the technico-economic reality of the baroque ers could
have been expressed in terms of the innovatory technology of shippin,
that had beem necessary to consolidate the American conquests, The
t¥pical baroque culturasl image in painting, of course, was the

manneriat extension into the chermubim, angels and ffy clouda of
apothepsia-type ceiling mursls, It was ig fact thguangaﬁq_u:n‘t

classic period (for instance, think of Claude) that,with all those
Embarkments to Cytherea and the lzikejhzmunatra‘t-ed a fascipation in
the complex rigging of the Hispano-Luisitanian shipping techmology.
The wiolence and the massacres of the American conguest, the
dehumanized brutality of the conquistadors, beclme subsumed into the
timeless and elegaic space of Arcadian nostalgia.
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gublimated content from the specific to the generalized. The

fizat aspeect, of course, marks an escalating thmst into abstraction
the second marks the abandonment of a comtent that had been

concrete jand rooted in the discourse of social exchamge,K for one

that waa: to become metaphoric, nyﬂtically-ar1Entatcd;?:1th claims
to a supposed disconrse with sbsolute and transcendental (meb=—do

Sayr—dtrine value. The imperative towards asbatraction that is

already endemic to the opening phase of symbolist senaibility i=
5

absolutely integrated with the spiritualiping and cult ic pretent-

lens of symbolism. =

“In contradistinction to received art-criticel opinion, the bizarre
religiouaity manifesated, for instance, in its most extreme
condition with the Society of the Rasy Cross, or the inverted
pietism of Huysman's Des Esseintes and Oscar Wilde's Dorian Gray,

ia mctually the obverse of the thecsophical perapectives central

te the fountainhead of abstraction in pzintingz. We canmot questien

the centrality of the tmo-yoga traditions of mysticism to modernist
artistic culture, but can merely query how such subtle and ccmplex
aeathetic intelligences as Mondrilan and Kendinsky comid have

serigusly congidered as revealed spiritual truth the table-topping
scam perpetuated by Mme. Blavatsky ané the unbelievezably eredulous

~ Colonel Rltokk.

Without gquestion, just as in4 the cases of the parasllel and
subsequent flights into a neo-rousseauesque primitivism (Gauguin

to Matisse; Die Blaue Beiter to the Demoiselles; The Rite of Spring

to the Postman Cheval; even the Nabi's Talisman to John Cage's
pre-digested esb-frewse=dried taoism), the beginnings of modermiat

pensibility were already conditioned by an absolute withdrawal
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from social snd historical context.

In its opening phase, with the dandyesque sensibility of, first,
Baudelaire, then Whistler and Wilde, claiming pretention to an
aristocracy of creative artistic sensibility, we can see (in an
ocbscured form) the operation of the law that we have proposed of
the displecement of cultural focus to that of a supercesded
Bocig-economic mode. But, with the development of full-blown
modernism, with avant-garde sensibility, we note & total, not a

partial occlusion s¢ beth the euibursl displecement and rha socio-economic
redlity rhal dighlocemest FAxprelied..

gl
Madernist culture heginﬁiﬁn propose an entirely encapsulated and

historically-inert wvalue system. It is possible to go further at
this paint, and to atate that this occlusion was not simply a
characteristic aymptom of modernist aesthetic wvalue - but that
the very value-system that makes up the avant-garde is (or rather
was) a singular aberration in terms of cultural manifestations,
ane defined by this very occlusion, defined by the sbandonment

of a historical understending of social experience.

The one glaring paradox central to contemperary artistic culture
can be identified without any great difficulty in the domain of
the sgcial assumptions of the artistic sub-culture, Barring
totally romantic throwbacks, I daubt if any peacticing artist today
gee3 himself in the contestatiomal and anarchic pasture that we
have isolated. Nevertheless, despite the certainty of a total and
vehement rejection of the bohemianist atance, it appears clear

that the majority of today's practicing artists still retain intact
and largely unquestioned the corollorary belief in the visiomary,

gpiritualizing and tranacendental dimemsions of the aesthetic
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experience.

This more or less unacknowledged contradiction brings us +o

the central point of this present speculative discourse, It
instantly raises the question of identifying the veiled dynamic

in our society that permits (even demands) the rejectian of the
bohemianist social relations Characteristic of the avant-garde,

while, at the same time, requiring adherence to - at least

nominally - the notion of art as a quasi-sacramental activity.

Having seen,then, that the post-madernist, post-avant-garde
rupture is meal, though omly partial, and having isolated both

the mupture and its now divorced and discentinuaus facets of
artiatie atyle on the one hand and sub:_Fultural belief and behav-
lour on the other, we have some intimation of where to focus

oun inquiry, The pointers that we have unearthed indicate that
this dynamic is socisl EEzknrztesaswsdinwstes in its fundamental
natura;rather than gesthetic, MEtwwerkwirmwemestns Equally,
these painters reveal that there are considerations central to
cur socio-political institutions that require a belief in artistie

cultute a8 a body, slmost, of spiritual truth,

Before developing this line of thaught, I would like to emphasise
how extreme is this discrepancy - constituting, as it does, the
essence of the seiizophrenic experience presently colouring the
whole domain of wisual culture., Earlier, we noted Poggioli's
distinction between the idea of the artistic "achool" and that

of the artistic "movement™, and we saw how modernist arthistic
culture unquestionebly defined it=elf as "movement™, The

contemporary artist guite reasonably rejects the romantic stance
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of the bohemian, the peosture of the rebel and hero; but he atill
understands his experience as expressing the process of creation
itself, mot as adding to or reinforcdng an established and
academic tradition. In shoxt; while putting asdde any romantic
gelf-view, he will, quite inconsistently, believe that his artiastic
practice 2till operates withim the fluid and dymamiec terms of
artistic "movement".

Let ua briefly review the cnndtlr:!f%h;mi{}bed by Foggioli to the
aegthetics of a "school®™, It i%ig contribtution to the "humeonist
ideal”, it depends upan "the cmwiterien of tradition, the principle
of authority...it does nit take accaunt of history, only of time...
(it possesses) g vitality apperently immune to change or
metamorphosis,..(it is) incremental,.." and so on. oo not these
conditiona c;l_early categorpize the recent post-medernist aesthetic 7
Do we not nmﬁriiig’erstand artistic culture ta be a contribution to

& generalized "humanist™ tradition rather than to the abjectificatieon

of individualistic visionary insight 7 Do we not ses the most
recent contributiona to that traditiom in terma of the creative

glants at the beginning of the century, attempting, each of us,
to match their stature rather than to replace them ? The "criterion

of tradition, the principle of authority" !

Ha® not the imperative of refusal devolved to the imperative of
a mere originality of style, the personal "trademark" ? Has not
the thrust towards “making new" long since abandoned the implied

cancellation of the past, and replaced it with a programme of a

personal contribution, a personal addition to an expanding and
sanctified body of cultural property 7 Culture conceived as
being inc¢remental 3
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Do we mot now approach art in sbsolute and totally a-historical
terms, with a blanket aesthetic that subsumes together, for
instance, a renaissance or impressionist painting, & cubist
canvas, a Kwakiutl totemic mask, a Greek archale Eouros and a

modern Yugoslavian peafant primitive 7 It doe=s not even disturb

us to see such abjects side by side in sanctified museum space,.

The =chogl,"does nat take accnunt%f history, only of timer !

5
The artist mo longer herﬂ@;ea himself (how old fashioned a Erenden

5

Behan would look today !) but we heroife the paradigmatic masters
& A Ve

of the avant-garde, We are all familiar/with the nmew fashion

in curatorial pr_actice where a museum will show wast blown-up
rremaan. sl B
mural documentary photographa of the artist himself that shifts

P Y
the communication center of gravity, a= it were, away from the/

wo i grﬂperﬁ( Ay XAa Asrmart op o aeugthalagased asd 'nersc pietunce,

No wonder our pmedtbedl visual culture is presently experiencing
such an acute c¢risis, sich an intense moral discomfort. To

believe, a2 a practicing artist, that one has seized the libertarianm

posture of revolutionary artistic "movement", to believe that one
is celebrating to flux of subjective personal experience, to

believe that one is gbjectifying the wery process of the creative
ok v e Viradl
prineiple itself - while, in reality,[contributing to a revised
Bhe 15
“ﬂchnnl",ifanfinming the academic consolidation of hierarchical

vsluiiireinfarcing g world-view that that is static and clasaic @
A

haueder
The l"a:zl:iat nuw’iuncunscinuslﬂ{mdenriteﬂ the wvery values that
FAS ]
the Jmythology of artistic committment has declared to be inimical

to the creative spirit.

.

| |To understand that there no longer remains any real confrontation
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between the residual imheritance of the once contestational
understanding of wvisual culture and the present "established®

one, it is only necessary to consider the artistic support-aystem.
The appearance of that vast new consolidated structure that I call
the "museo-critical complex™ implies conaiderably more than simple
evidence that modernist art has become "acceptable®, that publie
taste has "matured" to a stage of mare subtle appreciation. It

iz a clear indicator that the avant—garde aesthetic has now

become itself the aymboliec langusge of the established institutions

of scciety.

We mgytend to take it for granted, but we are all of us here
aware how recent 1a the geheral public acceptance of modernism in

artistic culture, MNomne of us have to loak back very far in time
to remind ourselves of the struggles to establish the acceptance,
for instence, of gbstraction in painting as a serious notion.
Thifﬁ:l-.‘gctum series disesf has heenja.t the same ’l:i.:me:r the frui+t

and the reinforcement of that acceptance.

It is not merely, then, the artists themselves, the praducers, or

the other members of the artistic cnmmunitggwha are exXperiencing

this scizophrenic condition that we have isolated. To the degree

that we react to artistic culture, so we are all frapped into a

double standard, The institutions of culture, the universities,
ﬂwanrtnschnals,[;ﬁseuma, the distmibution and commnication media,

all declare one set of messages, while the net effect of the muaep-

ceitical complex is to confirm another and tetally contradictory

get of messages.

With an understanding that there exista a totsd discomtinuity
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at the present moment between what artistic culture understands
itaelf to be doing and what it actually is doing, we can now returm
to a line of thought we digressed from a shor _t while back. The
basic cultural discontimuity that expresses itself in the rupture
of the tradition of avant-garde value is, we have noted, located
in the social and mot in the Resthetic domain. And the dynamic
that informs the parameters of social experience is, of course,
that of pelitics, If we Iook back into the past for a moment (%o
the sewentesnth century, for instance), I am sure that no-one here
for svm moragels :
would questiuniﬁhe basic assertion that classical painting,
sculpture and architecture served, above all, a pefitiecal 3255,

celebrating divine-right and the power of monarchial absolutism.

If" our present analysis leads us to inescapably conclude, as I
contend that it must, that the moderniat avant garde movement of [
libertarian contestation of authority has modulated to a revised
academic school of acquiescence, even to a celebration of
bhiferarchical authority, then clearly artistic culture has once more
Tully jotned the arema of palitical committment which it appeared

to abandon a century om so ago.

That such a violent reversal should echo throughout the whole
cultural superstructure is, from this perspective, not especially
surpriaing. The most significant political even® that has taken
place during the last twenty years (the period of the erosion of
the avant-garde) has been a world-wide consolidation of capitalism
into corporative forms, The massification of culture, the erosions
of distinctions between *high" art and "masa"™ art, between the
expressions of creative visionary subjectivism and those of an
ethniec, folk or indigenous identity, the appropriation of

bohemian counter-cultural codes and signaks into the pervasive
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edifice of fashion, are all =mspects of a totaligation of culture
that is not so much a reflectiun’ but a contributory factor to the
/

soclo=political totalization of society.

At this point,I would remind yow of the notion of cultural
Erods Llpen,
ﬂispla:ementLH touched aﬁ earlier, the tendency of artistiec

aIture to be locked into the previous socio-economic era. It is
po2sible to see that the mythology of the avent—grrde reinforced
certain ideological assumptionse central to developing bourgeofs
capitaliasm, The whole myth of the artist as rebel and hero can
be seen “o confirm specific myths of the capitalist universe:
competitive individualism, upward mobility, free-society, and ;:I:
In short, the walue-system of modernist art embodies the walue-
aystem of early competitive mercantile capitalism. Yet 1tﬁi;:f‘
discontinuous with competitive capitalism, =wd the hiatorical span
can be seen Ta
of agan_t-garde culturej\cha.rtn the piwkartsxssrimix historical
periocd of the socio-economic transition to evolved momopoly

capitalism, Further, it is notable that avant-garde walue becomes
wird

a publically-accepted (co-optated, if you like) wvelue-system at thml

roint in time when monopoly capitalism finelly consoclidates itself

into its present corporstive stage.

Without here ralsing any issues of politiesl wices and virtues,

1t cen be stated a® unguestionable that the present dynamic of

the capitalist world (and avent-garde as well as poat-modernist
artiatic Eulture must obviously be understooed as a phenomenon of
the capitalist world) is ;:ii;;cused towards the integration and
coniolidation together of 3ll sectors of the economy. It would

be completely naive to imagine that the cultural sector, embodying

a8 it does, improtant ideclogical functions, would remain immune

to this development. Inevitably, the process of economic
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corporatidation, follawing its own logic towards monopoly, would
A AT B

nnpiiadicy alse begin to demand aﬂmpaly over culture,

It is possible now to abserve that corparative capitalism has
already co-optated the social and aesthetic univerae of artistie

culture in certain locations, The present situstiom in Canada
would seem to provide the clearest example of the emergence of a
state monopoly of culture with its pervasive and expanding complex
of public bodies such as the Banada Bouncil, the Council for the
Humenities, the Art Bank, the C,B.C., the National Film Board,

and A.N.N.P.A.C. (the national association of parallel galleries]),
which last represents the corporatization of the final stromghold
of avant-garde aesthetica, the alternate-diatrihutiﬁn and media
access network. I'm sure that each of ug here can note from aur
own experience examples of a widespread developing consolida tion

snd muresperatization of cultursl institutions. 5

We do not have the opportunity here to enter into o detailed
analysis of the processes by which momnopolizatiom becomes extended
from the economic to the cultural field, nor to explore the wvarious
different ways in which this corperatization is currently manifesting
itaelf, Suffice for our present purpases to briefly smphasiase

iwo operative factors which - being both absolutely central to the
mechanisma of the economic seator and now both clearly vwiaible in
the cultural sector - illuminate the full appropriation of

artistic culture into the dynamiec of corporative omlture.

The two specific. and relevant processes currently taking place within
the cultur al arena are those of the changing pg tterms of

patronage and the mutating distributive atructure of cultural

Iy = M= adc S~ = - — WL
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sr=portion ef 1ts own economy sShouwld SC S0 8 greas
-id spend 2 arezt desl of money, in asserting its c
ndependence add ifdentity. The Canzadisn ecaonomy %8, without guesatleon,
drsnch Plant e2conemy, in which the greeter firt of Lfndustry is ownad
gbread. The letest figures that I could discover is that 735 of the
resource extrsciion indusirzies and &1% of gll menufacturing and service
industri=ss were Fordiognm-owned. Thess =re the gfficisl figures from
Strtistics Ceneda (Cenedisn Internatisnsh Investment Fosition, Uhtaws.)
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thege Figures were published tem yesys age in 1578, and the
trendd of foreign ownership in Canede is an cugmenting one. e Bs

on informed guess, I would plece the owver=ll present-dny figure of
foreign ownership of the canadian epcongmy st ebout BSH.  That is to
52y, we Ncow own only 15% ef ocur cun country. For Awstzzliz, Ted
sheelwright gives an ‘aver=ll figure af the present coment of L1S§. Gl-4 7
foreign ownership es=F%x (justralis and Wgrld Capitalism, Grag Gough,
Ted uheelwright and Ted Wiltsnize, Fenguin toels, 1500.] For bhis
Figure condensac = trlle on pege 125, =dding ug the bis Figures

for thé varlgus nmrezs of minina, menuefzcturing, servéme etc., nnd
isolating 2 figure for the economy os # whole. It iz unquestionoble.
thot the rete of new Foreign investment in the Austrsli=n eccnamy is
extrenely ¥=pid st the momeni, IxXakémwsswscse=n cnd it will undoubetly
arrlve st,or necr,the Cznzdirn Figures very culchly indee2. I Selisve
thot we will see, in this country, on fucmented pessswssmes=— 070 oTES
== countrTy cg-<iltornl natienzlism ond the despeninc censolideiicen
af the Fusea-Critical Complex.
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p_roduction and consumption. The strict economic factors that
these processes represent are, respestively, those of economie
investment and those of the metropolis-hinterland nexus of

development, underdevelopment and dependency.

The first process is more transparent in terms of the interrelstion=
ship between inwvestment and culture. Over the last twenty years
there has been a marked shift within the economy of the artistie
community from a reliance on the patronage of the indiwidual
ey Eayiw wivate collector to a reliance on the patronsge

of state and corporative bodies. The interesting thing about the
individual patron of art, the private collector, purchaser and
cultural consumer.is the extreme complexity of his motives, He
almost invariably has. a genuine love of and understanding for
modernist art - but he 18 never guite simply buying a spiritualized

and transcendental objeect.

He .8 also purchasing some-sort af prestige, and, e'.'.rew more
basically, some sort of entmee into a desired sceilasl spgzﬁiiith
its concomitant self-view. OFf course, there is always the element
of the special status conferred by the ownership of a sacralized
cultural artefact. The owner of a Jackson Pollock painting 4is
ungquestionably demanding the recognition of socisl as well am of
cultural superiocrity over the owner of, say, a Bernard Buffet
palnting, ox, for that matter, at a more extreme Ievel, aver the

owner of a Mexican welvet painting.

But these collectors oxre also doing sometking else, They .are
buying an image, = self image, and, to a varylng degree, a personal

share of a confirmed socisal reality embodied in that image, A
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continmuum that embraces Pollock; Bernard Buffet znd popular kitsch

decoration may well offend us aesthetically (it alse sharply
imdicates the idenlogical nature of our notions of a clear distimct=

EL-Te N -=- ]
ion between the ["high"™ and 3we "vulgar" arts), but from the scecial
point of view we would have no great difficulty in sdmitting =
ghared contimuum of motivation - only diatinctions of gquality =md
degree within that continuum, The consumption and eollection of

PR T T R N £ R

cultural artefacts clearly belongs to the—same—order of social
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The individual collector;, then, I8 not only confirming both in the
wirld's gaze and in his own aﬂtimaxinnjthe virtues of hia taate
ahd sensibiliity (the brutally competitive entrepremeurial
businessmon can mollify any nageging moral twinges in his ael f-view
as a patmon of "the higher things in life" ), Tut, at the more
explted level of patronage, he physically buys himself into the
charmed circle of the artistie community. The history of the
patronage of moderm art}frnm the Fricks and the Guggenheima and
the S hchukins ﬂownwa:ﬂskwuuld seem to demonstrate that the act
of basking in the appreciative glow of respect from those
gacralized creaturez, artists a.nﬁ1 pmts;Ftugether with their
mediators, curators and critics| does wonders after a hard day's

work expropriating surplus wvalue.

If the private bourgeois patron, from his inception rTound about the
time of impressionism, shows himself to be ..:,;-'q.%mm.'l.-j part of the
dynamic of avant-garde modernism, to be, as it were, a factor
internal t‘:. the artistic community, to Some degree a cultural

EnEs.

't&uriat“,L}here has also been an unmistakeable shift of purpose

and intent: inm the domain of patronage as the basie economie structur:



of the capitalist world has mutated over recent yesrs.

Think for a moment that Heloon Hockefeller s an entirely different
gort of c¢ollector faom Hirschorn or Scull., He certainly has not
been purchasing a slice of the socio-culturzl "mana® or prestige
of, say, an Andy Warhol or a Harold Rosenberg. Am incident that
took place a couple of years ago is instructuve. In =appealing to
the Bepublican conventlion for nomination, Hockefeller spent over
half of hia publiec political submission in detailing his record

a8 a patron of culture in general and of modern art in particular.
At any time in th#bast, a similar speech would have detailed

a candidates "good works®, hls church attendance and pious
charities. Hot enly; it becomes evident, has cultural palronage
become a "good work" in the public minﬂ}hut further, corporate
finance and industry (the banks and o0il companiea, in short) mow
lay claim to a parity with the =tate as embodiments znd receptacles
of "higher wvalue",

It i3 not pure cultural interest, or even a concern with wise
investment and tax-shelters that is behind the recent emergence of
parallel corporative cultural institutions (the collections and
foundations sponsored by banks and the msource extraction

industries), There is surely an evident pattern appearing whose
logic ia to cnunterbalance:i}nfluennegand eventually diﬂplaﬂef
the state culturml Structures, This claim of cultural authority
constitutes a significant atep towards the claim and eventual

consolidation of political authority.

The second nexus of contingency between post-modermist culture and
Erg
capitalsit political economy is fone that defines and determines
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the distribution and structure ¢f both cultural and economie
disparity. The phenomenon of econcmic underdevelopment, whether
it be understeocod in terms of the relationships between the advemced
industrial economies of the firast world and the retarded gnes

of the third world, or in terms of the relationships intermal to

B
the firat anldjihetween the metropolitan center and the hinterlend

peripheryiare usually explained in terms of specific regiomal

factors.

Underdevelopment at the periphery is largely understood in -
egtablished economics imn terms of historically-frozenm politicel
factors (Ulater's economic deprivation being seen to stem from

the Battle of the Boyne, for instance), in terms of geographicsl
factors such as physical inacessability and pr .oblems of transpert-
ation, in terms of geclogical factors such as the lack of suitable
natural resources (a patently untenable positidm in most cases,

Bince the major characteristic of economic dependency is nearly
always the high level of organic, mineral and fossil-fuel extraction)
end, finally, in terms of local socio-ethnie factors, the "hillbilly"
thegis that proposes the inherent and natural "conservatism" of

peripheral scclety that obstinately refuses to he dragged upward

entz
from fts rural and peasant stasis into the hEni}ital progressivity

=]
of mpdern Iwcsssarprerdadritibstrts techno-induatrial and urban

n
aociety.

An extremely important innovative economic approach has been

developing over the last fifteen years or so which analyzes socio-
economic experience in the technologically-advanced nations as

being predicated on economic and industrial inequality. From
this perspective it is proposed that the very Iogic of the present
dynamic of corparative capitalism demeands the #scalating existence
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of a matropolis-hinterland structurs of stonomic demination and
depeadance.

dJamiz imin, Gunder FPrank and other wadicsl. stunomists * have demon-
strated in 4ifferent way=s that industrial and scomomic development
takea place az a metropolitan center only in terms of a deliberate
and plapned cnderdevelop=ent (indesd, frequently a de=indnstrial-
P st [
ization) in the dependant peripheral regioma. Purther, Shepbare
permugsaively argusd that this 1y pot sioply a racsnt svolution ia
the mature of ecomomic relations, tut a dynamic cemtral %o the
developsent af capitaliss #tasls, one easily {deptifiable as
oparating as early as the ssventesnth century, TRis 11::@-‘3 doew
not, it is lemediately apparen®, only gquestiom the varisuna Bourgeois
sconomic analyses, But it also queries the classic Marxist
forsnlations.
ia I have intimpted, thia lins of analywia m&?fu reatricted
il T to the economic amd the industrial fielda. Ihe sohersacs
of the theoxzy l:plil:;z‘:h;.;ﬁlngil:-l axismtencs of a prrallsl network
of saltural demisance and dependéncy, a parallel phenomsoom of &
copngistent and deliberate de—mitorization of =egicomal and
indigencus culture, GOne does not have %o look wTery far to ssw
- thia ia, In ﬁ.n‘t“.l[\l-:.n.pptu.ug at the wider level of zass
calture.,

Te cannot guesticn the escalating measification of “popular” maitars.
the dispersiom of a brpad, homogenmmms valne-aystem through the
rervaslve communications, entertalzmment and fTashisn sedia, Thet o
tends to dissipate mhf.anauth lgeal, Tegicmal, ethnic snd Indigenouma
cuitural Talmea into A cgntral mode. ZTom this peragective, the

%
ablquitous wozli-wide spread af g homogenized consumer-srientated
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atyle intrinsic to chain-storea,{?otela, gas-stations, transport
complexes, fast-food outlets and the like ,can be seen to have
implications well beyond any mere architectural rationzle of
E‘t—anda,rdi;atiun, This "style" comprises, as do all atyles, a
gtmicture of coded messasges - in this case, ones dezigned o
Teinforce the walues of the cultural center while the cultural

periphery is being "dizmantled”,

It would be simplistic to see what has been called "eoea-cola
culture"” simply as one fg.iat of imperialism - it is, rather, one
5

facet of the totalization of culture which is clearly demanded by

5
the logicel dynamics of the monopelization of capital. Equ=lly,

the sgnetified levels of "higher" culture alsoc manifest themselve=a

= V&
now largely a= contributions to that totaligation.

A 8lgnificant aspect of thia iz the existence of complex patterns
of cultural absorbtion; the incorperation of aboriginal, indigenous,
ethnic and folk-art forms into "high" art by means ¢f curatorisl,
market and critieal mechanlisms that co=optate these forms into the
aesthetic universe of mainstream Buro-American artistic culture,

The fashion for collecting various forms of native, indigenous and
fol¥® artefacts has contributed to more than a simple co-optatdion of

thaw;;valuea. In subsuming the specificity of peripheral indigen-
S

ouz cultural walue into the generality of cemtral artistic culture
ﬁmm:r the judgemental aesthetic of absolute atylistie formalism},

a clear process of the de—development of peripheral culture is

initiated,

The walues inherent in these "collectiblea®, in indigenous and

folk artefacts, are redafined as being gesthetic rather than social
i EET T
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16 [ éuring thne Power Lecture Tour, I came scrass a remarkable 1llustration
gf this process. Arriving in Canberra at the airport, 1 was met by
an gxtrsmely chsrming and thoughtful Arts Council gfficial, whbse first
thought was that, after the journey, I might lika =& drink. Flacing me
in the context, guite naturally, of an art-critic, he =also though I
would like to have that drink in 2 neu Building of which both the EFEe
city and the cguntTy =8 2 whole 3aTE proud. S50 e +aok me tgo the bar
in the new Feder=l Lau Court Building. Walking up the processionzl
ramp, with its waterfall, towards the grest adificef{constructed in the
style currenntly desggnated "post-modernist architecturis, I remarked
that it looked more like an art-mllery than = lam courts. bepccasi
puinhnda:u1:ih::n#hext=iﬂxiuitﬁtﬂ;wzt&i&runﬁ::: My host remarked that
the twin-puilding, still under construction oceside 1t was, indeed, %o
he the new MNatignesl Gallery. A= we sntETed EFE TETICITETEOSTSTREX
gagswz through the vast soaring glgss fecade, I waes aven morey struck
by its similarity to the new wing of the Washipgtan Mationz=l Eallery.
The point is: &he fustrzlian State has decided tc articulate the
monumentalisstion of its unders anding aof the nature and function aof
legal authority with the theior: 'ngﬂﬂtlitizﬂtiﬂ& Later, =8 we left,
I *urned to look back gnce wmoIe the building. I noticed, that, though
gnly = small part of the Matignegl Gallery building was geregted, several
floor's height had been achieved, fhere was slresdy = footbridge of
some sort conneciég thg,lsw Courts and the Mation 1HE§LL5:E' En, it
seems, the tatalisstic I am speaking af runs 2l ﬂhyJEE -
art We-conceived of as taking on the mantla of absoclufe legal
guthority. f 'as
|
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in natures, This neutralization of culture takes place across

the whole spectrum of cultural dominence; and it is most clearly
= 3
evident in the process off the de-historicization andl?e—auﬁhgntif;

ication that takes place when regional zpesidiewbiam specificity

i ham chosed
is cssified by being sanctified j? aj?usanlngical context.

The momumentalization of "heritage"” that takes place when bufldings
or artefacts are preserved oulstde of a contractual sccial context,
L o i |

provides only an illusion of regional iﬂmtitrLin contrast to the

packaged and high-rise reality of the imposed centralized culture.

—Af—an—-aotde;—one might-remari-that-thees paitarns—are—obeyiou

alao arkeeutated-hoth Wimmﬂrﬁﬂ&-phumgg

1 '-'"-'I—.'.-.-_-._-'-. s
S ———
tuuiiagi_;ﬁﬂ_mu~=—
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- Unquestionably, then, we areimoving into, not merely a massified

sogciety, But a totalized one, We have now only four years to go
until 1984 - but we cannot, I fear, take much comfort even from
Orwell's analysis, We are not facing, as his dystopiam nightmare
proposed, a phenomenon of totalitarion structures imposed from
without, where dominsnce remains amenable to media_tion and

redemption by 1iberal hu.nanis't cultural wvalue., The present

Cegyal, buls o far
socio-cultural totalization 131;e1a¢1165henign - that is to say,
oty
rglgﬁivuly benign tniﬁ part of our soclety, that part which claims

iohoceg
&_L mizaeas of artistic culture, Tt is not sa benign, of co.urse,
to fE;'Eeprived and the expleoited who are imdtffwrsssx naturally
artigtic
indiffereant to mEezxrrikfizr-asiidtdr the alizanulturn of privelsge,

There jia, it wonld now seem clear, no longer mach justification

for claiming visual culture as the receptacle for the embuﬂimEnt

el 1§ Saen o st

of a poatulated tzanscendentel "higher wvalue” sebribes ‘bmnd the

contradictions of msectual social experience., There would, indeed,
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seem no longer any possibility of even demarcating artistic from
social experience; ﬁ% may well be that such a demarcation has
been an 1llusicm all along. But, if so, it has been an 1lTusion

that was central to a distinct and now—terminated spedio—cultural

epoch, that of the modernist avant-garde.

With the absorbtion of avant=-gorde wvalue into the dominant
aesthetic of sur society, the avent-garde as =z contestational and
subjective-visionary socio-zesthetic has, quite simply, ceased to
exist., The inheritors of that teadition, the present
poat-moderniats, now inevitaebly articulate and objectify in wisual
form the values of established corparative cadbitalist seciety.
Not a surprising or exceptional role for wisuel culture, as we

have seen, The confirmation of established dominant soecig-pesthetic

value has been the role of art throughout its consciocus history,
Sumeyle
with theﬂgnnmnluus exception of the modernist era. The celebration

of authority in art ias, of course, no gquestionable posture in

itself, in the context of aestheties, or in that of artistiec

practice, It only becomes contradictory or problematical in
Concorm Tan Lo ¥t

terma of aj?etenticn aflyﬁsiﬂual myths that claim = non—existant

gosdo-cultumal contestation of authority,

Thfd is not to imply, of courae, that contemporary artistic practice

s inevitably conditioned to acquilesce to a specific extablished

underatanding of the nature of social experience, I would suggest
c,.gv?ﬂ?".ﬁﬁ'_"! '

that only an understanding of wisual Eulturgidnminateﬂ by formalist

aesthetic imperatives iz so rpestricted. The conclusion that we
muat inescapably draw is that the whole broad spectrum of artistie

practice and experience has now (with the erosion of visionary

subjectivism) become infused and informed with a political



e

dimension,

iy
In politics, of course, we are not obliged to scquiesce to the

dominant established wview of human and sociel relations. Neither,

of course, would a politically-aware artiastic culture be limited
to enshrining the principles of established authority. If artistic

practice ia to be meaningful beyond its present de-socialized
is
aeathetic furmalism,itu be meaningful in terms of the concept

of artistic progressivity, it must take up the challenge of

rendering itzelf once more scocially and politically aeaningful.

1t muast reintegrate artistic and sccial progressivity imto a
contractual engagement. There are meny indiecationa that this is,

in fact, already happening on a wide scale, The analysis of
this evolving process, however, is g whole different subject of

discussion, I leave yow: here with signs and parkers peinting in

that direction.

Eenmeth Coutta=Smith

Toronto/Papeete , Tahiti/Sydney
June-September, 1980

The Power Lectures for 1980 were delivered in Sydney, Canberrs,
Melkourne, Hobart, Launceston, Hewcastle, Adelaide, Brisbane

and Povirh during September, October and November 1980. R cordyriad.
NATEIT R oy Aaligeed. v Hois Jealosmib. a Palrearsfaa Morbh, tloos Blymauth

Reorroc. Hamdifon amd. Walingfon e Sorsip WRL -



