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v Kim Levin
Firsts, I°d like to tell wou that my talk will have less to do with

serfarmance than with behawvior, less to do with ﬁesture than with

ttitude, and less to do with specific Asian influence than with 3enera1

lz=stern presumetions and distertions. Cr"é'ff.lﬂ:fg &{Sﬂlii;ﬁq
Seconds I°d like to tell vou why. -k : ".‘t“" b —disclPEs Asian

“prmaie LT 1 WL

nflusnces on art in the United States. to counter some prevailins notions
£ western influsnce on contemeparary Asian art that have accumulated over
: . : ol 22
‘he wvears. But I decided net to. So if vou're expectins me to Siseemrr=s the
nfluence of Chinese callisrarhy and zen philasorhy on Abstract
pressionist sestural Paintins, or the influence of Buddhist thousht on
lahn Case”s ideas. I hape vou won”t be disarpointed. I decided not to for

Haa¥

‘hres reasons. One is that I hore,at this late date,it will suffice if I
& s nk A
of s inkluenca

Amely remind wou of thews Facta, and ask wou to ponder the Pervasivengss
oF fleee influences and their dissemination into contemPorary American
wrt. Its not Poisib1e5in the limited scope of aone lecture. teo attemert a
evisienist rewrite of western art historvy. MNor would it be sufficient:
‘he focus would remain as usual on western art, and what the west has

, k3T A1 a3 cerifvibutad ds wetlean culiung -

;aken from elsewhere, Another reason I decided mot to is that I came

eress an old essav I had written, which reminded me once again about the
cale that cross=cultural misunderstandins plawvs in arjfkistorwa but I°11
:2t to that in & minute. And the third reason is that ekl — AT Paad—t
,Peakﬂat—thrghqqﬁgﬁlii—be+ befare I besan to prepare my text. an excellent
ttempt to redress the balance and address complex auestions abkout the

jirection of influence and mutual interaction was published. I refer to

EMORES
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he catalosue for the exhibition of postwar Japanese art, Scream Asainst

he Skv, which contains detailed analvyses, by Alexandra Munroe, Tareo
rectlual . )

mano, and oathers, of thenlnterrelatlonshlﬁs between Jaranese and western

rt in the Z0th centurvy.

-

\\\ While thinkine about the subdect I suddenly remembered that at the

s11ee I went to, there was a professor in the art department whae Painted
~

"

hinese—-ctvle landscapes on scrells. He was a larse earnest man with red
2ir and Freck]ess wha cams from the midwest. which is known as the
zartland of America. I confess that I haven’t the vasuest idea whv he was
aintinz Chinese scralls, but bein2 a prasmatic American. he was canvinced
hat he had invented a‘Mav to improve thinss. He had devised a sort of
coden box to house his Ec;oTls--a piece of carpentry like semethins Rube
s1dbera or Buster Keaton mishf‘have concocted. It had a rectansular
Frening and a knob or mavbe two knﬁbs- and when vou wound the knob the

croll would unrell horizontally so voﬁgmould have a movine picture., with

o

ust a small Part beins displaved in the d?enina, as if on a television
sreen., And so he could Paint extremely lonsnéctalls and wou could unwind
mem for a wery lons time. And I assure vou he did this with absalutely no
rony and ne embarrassment, and no sense of the kitsh eor absurdity that

an Kessler would later brins te his kinetic werk about Asia.

To set back to the old essavy I mentioned -—&wwﬂm+ﬂu#;;—&ﬂﬂ= In the
ate “70s I had written this short essav for Arts Masazine, provoked by a
swdest exhibition at New York s Museum of Modern Art of works by 40 Laos
naeles artists. In the essav I concluded that Califernia art neaded
sevaluatins, that it was not Jjust a resional abberation of the erevailing
cw Yorlk etvle or a provincial intereretation but an alternate tradition.

i pMavy Tl
tradition not anlw of callisraphic sestures like those ofDeae =

EMORE ) ~ e
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TRy’ or Sam Francis, but also zen-like sestures such as John
taldessari“s, a tradition of fantasies of eriental serenity and fermalized

iaht and space as in the installations of artists like Robert Irwin or
licrhael Asher. & tradition of cryptic parrative that Leae had as much to do
yith fantacies of Asian storvtelline as with Hellywood, Sdudpdrdsaeto 23 1H fﬁf.

o =

arrative works shaheas Allen RUPFEPShEPB'%-GP Alexis Smith‘i{ and a

radition of Panoramic landscape wisions in which nature is a vast exPanse

nd human events are almost imperceptibles, such as the pebble drawings of

[

o . r : f
'ija Celmins or the land prodects of Helen and Newton Harrison. I also t)E
oted in that essav that under other circumstances: Chris Burden misht

w211 have been a Buddhist meonk. I concluded that there was a Califernia

raditioen that had lons looked to Asia the wavy art in New York had looked

s Eurocpe. This traditien. I misht add, existed even before the davs of

aR MARRIS GRAVES -

lark Toberw W. After all, Graumann”s Chinese Theater——with

ts pavement of footerints, er is it handerints. of the movie stars, has

ana been the svymbolic shrine of Hollvwood.

111 Just read vou the first parasrarh of that old essav. *“There
= a stary told in California about Robert Irwin. which mawy or may nat be
pacrvehal. It seems he alwavs imagined that Jaran was the ideal rlaces; he
: . . NaTE
‘inallw went to Japan and was, of courses, disappointed. Later, back in
0 i et
“alifarnia, drivins on the freeway with a chili do%_in aone hand and a dﬂqyt
‘sors (beer) in the others he suddenly had his revelation: California is
v Jaram. "
”T:':C.'_t,}-i
1 want to read vou something @lse. something =SEkeege- mUseUm

lirectar Chisaburoh Yamada said in the early 770s: “rWesterners mavy
latter themselvess believins that thev neow gualify for... dialogue. Far

cvample. thev maw think their madern art has received immeasurable

MBRE
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nfluence from Zen Buddhism and so on. From our point of view, what thev
.re talkine about is certainlwy, in most cases, a soi-disent zen, little
mbline the teachings of orthodox Zen Buddhism., "~
And I want to remind wou that if anvene wishes to trace Asian
nfluence in art in the WUnites States all the wav back to its erisins—-
wevond Robert Irwin, bevond Sam Francis and Mark Tobev, bevond Graumann’s
hinese Theater:; bevond John Cage and Frank Llowvd Hright, in fact bevond
.rt» architecture, and celebritvhood, and bevond misunderstood esoteric
\TEe o
thilosorhies and exatic kitsch. thevy ol find themselves starins asbrorshts
nto the face of economic exploitation!t steadsit at the miserable livins
‘onditions of Asian immisrants in America a—ewsture-aem, that is, if thev

an see past the surface details uF'-ﬁ& Chinatowns. which are stil]

‘ansidered picturessue. W

thﬁs—ﬂaﬁ—a*?vﬁP&Ft#¥ﬁ
"i"‘?\'-.-‘—{ ﬁ"-l-lm sy *1:‘ﬂ-1ﬂ_+
ianded down secondhaprd=Fromedfopaan _ardErEr Eatedie Fanta=195 of Asia
Fad Serea rLAD ~0 d:.o TV_‘:%' el
im the muEtEPﬂ United States cemtadrEibe orhasdiersba 1 2 g
26 condeAn] Tadde Jay oydticEsm ounamonct J,“A::uu-’*r Lt
&ﬂﬁ;EE!$h*the presence of the Chinese laborers who built the railreads

‘hat connected the far west with the rest of the United States.

This> while it mavy seem to veer far afield from the subdect of
contemPorary arts saes risht to the central issue when we talk abeut the
afluence of ane culture on anocthers, or even the influence of a specific
irtist or motif or idea frewespe—cubtore—onoEmotier: at the core of cross-—
ultural arpropriation vou will almest alwayvs find isnorances
visunderstandins, and fantasv., in varvins desrees, if not cutrisht
xploitation. Western fantasies of Asia orisinated in a weird 1%th and
Otk century sar between the esthetic and the social. In that safF has
ccumulated huze amounts of self-delusion and fantasw.

Mow. as Chisaburoeh Yamada pointed out, fantasw is not the same as

*MORE)-

-t'_L"i{_L\ q'. 1



0: MAcCAQ FAGE:

dialewsue. Fantasv, bv definition., has Tittle te do with actualitw. When
e spoke of a soi-disent zen: he was speaking of the distance between
astern actualities and western fantasies.

That distance remains VanjwhethEP it’s in the work of See—ofeerowre
idwesterm-art™teasher—om a courle of gencerations of Califaornia artists)

WOTE 3
roin the work of a famous French theoristil In Roland Barthes ““Empire of
ians”” we can find a more elevated, theoretical, and self-conscious
:rsion of basically the same thins. Listen to Barthes: QVGTE !

“*IFf I want to ima?ine a fictive naticen, I can 2ive it an invented
ames treat it declaratively as a novelistic abdect. create a new
arabasnev sy as to compromise no real countrwy by my fantasv. I can also-=
housh in no way claiming to represent or to analvse reality itself (these
zina the mador sestures of western discourse)——isolate somewhere in the
ar-ld (farawav) a certain number of features...”” ut.Cﬂ1ﬁ*£nLH2§:

**Hence, Orient and Occident cannot be taken here as realities to
z compared and contrasted historically, philoscorhicalls: culturallyvs
alitically.”” -~

**I am not lovinsly sazins toward an oriental essence——to me the
rient is a matter of indifference, merely Providins a reserve of features
hose manipulation—-—whose invented interrlav——allows me teo entertain the
dea of an unheard-of svmbolic svstem, one altosether detached from our
uri. “° Now in Barthes’s defense I will savy that this was written 20 wvears
3a///, but still, I find it a rather extracrdinary feat of Cartesian
saic that by providing these disclaimers: he seems to have felt he save
imself Ppermission to compromise a real cauntrys Jaran.

For some of vous what I am saving is basic and assumed, but rlease
zar with me. Because despite all the new awarensess fastered by Postmodern

CMORES
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‘heary and multiculturalist studies, the old modern and western and
‘oleonial presumptions stil)l rpersist. There is stil]l the widespread belief
rn the western artworld that the flow of influence is a one way 5tPe@td%¢;M$ Gui.
"here is still the lingerineg assumption that evervthina_gpanates from the
wuprosedly advanced western centers to the surrosedly derivative (and
urposedly grateful but sometimes inexplicably resentful) Peripheries.
In Mew York at least, it s still senerally believed that anyvirres an*lﬁ?ﬁk
alss
hat Jleaks familiar must be derivative. It’sﬂFn unconscious reflex in the
@st tg think that evervthins is still ours for the takins. and that.
oreover, we're doine vou & faver if we take it. The idea still lurks that
perrapriations and misapprapriaticns from non=Western cultures somehow
latter rather than exeloit the so-called Other. And even now that the
iscussion has been updated to Postmodern (or should I sav poastcelonial?®)

; tra discounsae
z2rms of the capital 3 Self and the capital O Qther, # =still rests on
A~

3
naxamined assumptions: the unexamined assumption that this thoroushlwy ana]qse&,

maflthqroushh' deconstructed, Self is white, western, and basicallw endowe
P PYIVAege x poweyy

ascu?inf and that the Other, which of course is none of those, exists

astly to reify and validate this self-reflexive Self.

It is necessary to ask, as some critics have been doing recentlw,
nd to keer askina: Wha takes what from whom. and wh¥? Who is deing the
iving? Who is doina the takina? And who is setting the credit? Is it a
atter of delusion or dialesue? And as art critics amd historians, we had
stter remember scholarly procedure. Before we decide whether to call a
seemblence either homase. op exp]mitatian,{ar revensé))me’d better make

ure that what we're seeing is actuallw influence. and not some auwirk of

hamce affinitv. Mot some Zeitseisty thins that hapeensd by chance to be

HERE S
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n the air at the same time in different pParts of the world. Not some Pure
wincidence. And if actual influence can be detected, then we’d better
lauble check the chronolosy to make sure in which directien the influence
Nlowed.

There”s not much Point at this late date of dredsins up the old
mrerialist and eurocentric mvths or the lone history of exoticizins
antasies about Asia, excert to rPoint aut that the history af wvarious
rientalisms imPported into western art is laced throushout the entire
istory of western art. It has been harPenine ever since artists in
ncient Esvet borrowed Assvrian and Fheenician motifs. and ever since
rchaic Greek sculptors borrowed smile. webamw stance, and canon of
repartions from 25th and 246th dvnasty Esret. Evar since medieval manks
ok a look at Persian miniatures. Ever since the davs of the Dutch
raders. Ever since Narpoleon. And let”'s remember, it is not exactly a
sincidence that in the mid 19th century, at exactly the moment Jaean and
ts esthetic were revealed to the West, the French avant=arde harPened to
merge.

Exoticizine fantasies of Asia continue into postmodern art and
peqrv. Amons them must be included Barthes” ““Emrire of 5i9nse”” imearviesh

m imasined Jaran (he had never been there) serves as the imasinary site
Also Kinelic

Ff all the usual stercotvPec, wbeds Jon Kessler's 1i3htbnx sculptures (such

M

The Art of Tea) which alszo Play ambisuously with western fantasises of

"

n imagined Asias as well as Julian Schnabel”s over—-Faintinss on kabuki
tage-sets and a lot else. We mavy be spared the tainted benevolence of the
aternalistic early 2Z0th centurv, a time when a Eurorpean shipping comrany
ould preudly advertise itself with a series of postcards featurine imases
f people from exctic fFarawav lands, and each postcard had a printed

=t rLRES-
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:aption Praisine the industricusness of the noble natives. In its time,
*his was considered Politically correct. / :

We need to pay more attention te the terminolosvy. The terminolosy of

H

‘oday is tainted with different distartion5zif recently read Geemumueeer-e—
‘hat Brice Marden”s recent pPaintin®s were:; as the reviewer termed it.

CsTzals)
““Chinese—callisrarhy inspired.”” When a western artist poaches from
tnother culture, it is normally said to be ““inspired bv.”” Howeveéers when
t non=kWestern artist does the same thing, it is normally said ta be

.

“influenced bv,"" *"“derived from. " or ““derivative.”” I read somewhere
cecently another rPiece of art criticism that spoke WF-—-and I suote— ﬁg
“incorrectly received”” western madels., [ Prefer te sepeak of creative
visunderstandins. As in. for example: the wav the Impressionists
reatively misunderstood Japanese prints, or the wavy Picasso creatively
visunderstood African sculrture. Actuallw. the truth is also that the
mPpressionists and FPicasso incorrectly received Asian and African models.
lust as the Abstract Expressicnists incerrectly received not only Eurcrean
bstraction and Surrealism. but Asian callisrarhv and Fhilosorhv. Is this
nv different from the wav the Gutai artists creatively misunderstood
bstract Expressionism? It isn“t. The history of art can be read as a
istary of cross—cultural creative misunderstandingas leadins to new é‘bD

s w2 S
L R - R ANSER
evelaopments. rt has alwavs depended on creative misunderstandine.

lnt-rhe presumptions in all their guises are so entrenched that thevw
‘gar refuting once asain. Instead of pointine out, for example. that John
'aae studied with D.T. Suzuki, it’s more likelwv to be noticed, in the west
t least, that Cage’s music had an influence on Jaranese art in the 1¥350s.
nstead of savins that Mam June Pzik, the father of video art, is a Korean

rtist, it has been more canvenient to consider him an honorary westerners

R ED.
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-laimed bv both Germanwv and America. But as I said earlier, it is no

1 Haa Wast .
anger sufficient SRtire—wesd to merely correct past assumebtions by
aversing the balance of credit or the direction of Fresumed influence.
nd it is no lorser sufficient in Asia to redect sco-called western models
af some alternate fantasvy of folkloric ethrnicitv. It is necessary

n favar

s consider who has written the histerw. for whom. and whv. But it is alse

scessary ta realize that different Parts of Asia RGP have their ocwn ' in
- " ._'l. )t e L A
‘ie*inct forms of modernity and post or hveer-modernity., and that S uﬂh 1

i'\'.{‘r,- [l ._—'-i -
wdernity 15 feslalges alwavs svynonvmous with the word l.uest-sr-n.r Fdpivserrrt r.\‘
i : Al N
ass to-sort—out what has been-takern - or—otven—and-whan., It mav be /V' \j‘"
‘“..'.l"
ifficult to recosnize that sometimes what we see isn’t influence but — P“\‘ T'

i G LR 0 vascyablamacd L
That somedemes ﬂﬂ.‘ﬂ.‘,g -t S 'UI wiel T ML J o S \)}lh

imultanesus cainc 1dem?e-_'h It“s even more difficult to realize that by naw
he intertwinings of mutual influence are so ta.n?!e-i thev re nearly

mPossible to unknot.

The exhibition of Jarangse art, Scream Asainst the Skv,. mav s have :

TGN becailis X eyeluyded some cATadatmend andisll; ]

@en a=swempise in Yokohamae - In Mew York. the show and the dates on
L2 n‘L..H{- 7

he labels u:uFFered}\r-a-ve‘Iaticms. In Jaran, the Zero society and Gutai |
rtists of the earlw and mid “S50s were Paintins with waterins cans,
wplosives. remote control tevs, wvibrators. and their own bodies. Thew
jare usins smoake machines, water, electric bulbs, Polvurethane, mud,

ails, tires. and dead animals. Thev were doins actions which we now would

seveyal

211 Happeninss. And thev were doins ms these thinoss eome vears bhefore
dlen Kaprow’s fameus essav and before Claus Oldenburs’s famous manifestos
ath of which called for an art of dirtvy socks, old tires, smoke, and all

chijact?
chig‘-s of evervday life. And before Yves Klein’s bodv-Frint /{

he ordinary

‘aintines F—FS%, or “wt=s smoke Paintines. And Frobably befaore .;:,:%{"~
auschenbera. Ty a'\nll.l__ £ : A
‘-.:"l -\-‘_ i"u:_ rl_.—"'-s'|l‘."fl -" l( ':'T'fl h L—E‘:‘ A ;L"_ L' oy
' {prErsE ) P A T B SR o ol B gt i
fusncr ths G cainilly ™ Batiaisyye B8y VRN IIWTA SENGCL |
ki f e wr CR Y i " “_.- 4 Lo
'- ' A Ayt -@a o Sedidh evaevd
T o Bl
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In the late 1950s, when critics im the West belatedly besan to find

wut about postwar Jaranese art, the(site—-specific work, action events,

adical DbJects; Paintinas?/and Performances were said to have affinities

1ith Abstract Expressionism. Cobras and &rt Informel. Alexandra Munrog has

- arpd-
pow described thleerFmrmance—rﬁlated art in Japan between 1951 and 1957,

isin=g any means and any materials, as ““the most advanced in the history

& avantoarde performance.”” But for decades it was misunderstood as

nad Er‘_
lerivative. As Munroe Potnte&@uts Gutai was received%in Farislas Jaranese
N

[

irt InFmrme15 wirtte in Mew York i% was called Jaranese Abstract
‘wpressionism. Dore Ashton dismissed it as, @uote. ““all too familiar to
lew Yorkers. " It wasn’t even taken seriously in Jaran.

Mo ane seems to have taken notice of the chronolasy. =Ewef—ihirre

Pealkeaf-dapansrsr MOdETHSrt 2T beitmre—near——omtemroraneras—uri-b-h—the
Shelo Tashio
leadm I _uoutd-so—furttrer. Shimamoto did hole works in 1950.hfnshida was
. 54
i1sing mails and rore in 1953; Zero Society artists had realized the
Arsuko
onceptual value of blank canvas e I?EE.ﬁIanaka“s Electric Dress of 1934

ot anly preceded Rauschenbers’s use of lisht bulbs and Flavin’s ¢arly use

Sabuye g e
f imcandescent bulbs: but was more extreme.gﬂurakami’s box with a tickina
stmlav
Jack inside was created in 1954, several wvears before Robert Mmrris’shhox

ARl
iith the sound of its own makins.gﬁanavama“s 1957 ““Work:”¢ an auvtomatic

.alf-painting device (that made a pseudo—Follock on vinwvl) was
antemporanecus if not earlier than Tinouelv’s self-paintinz machines.
‘avai Kusama“‘s use of mirror as infinite repetition preceded Lucas
Mivvey 50
‘amaras”®s Rooms. Thausah Michael Kirby., and later Kaprow: did wery brieflw
A
cknowledase the Gutai grour as beins a fForerunner amdfor having some
avyT
nfluence on the orisins of Harreninss, Gutai bas—comtimged—toHE was
A

enerally unacknowledased or ignored in the United States. whmmdee

e
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sansiderTT an oFfShoo®. This situation mav have had somethins to do with
-he Greenbersian and Minimalist predudice asainst theatricality in art. Of
-aurse no ene could have foreseen $Mwadetire—idmes, hut in hindsisht. we can
t the wery least acknowledse the Gutai artists as important precursors
ot anly of Happeninss but of Concertual art, past-Minimalist process and
mti-ferm werk. Arte Foveras earthworks. and beody art.
Similar misunderstandinss and silence srested the Mono—Ha movement a
lecade later. Mamo—ha was pnot merelv an Asian version of post-Minimalist
\t
srocess art. which it can resemble superficiallve ke derives ftrom very
lifferent and traditional Asian sources. as well as an attemrt to
jeconstruct western modernism. The Mono-Ha artists were. te suote Munroe,.
“warking at the internaticenal forefront of post-Minimalist
seperimentation——onlv from a radically different cultural perspective.””
ind speaking of convenientl doptins internationally krnown artists such
dinis 15 a pardaspy. vead dilemma Vﬂ‘.&‘& Tror—

152 Nam June Paiks i—n—%&m—mﬁﬂheﬁw‘-&wﬁﬁw ameseartuorld—
an "

i—Munroeher® I was surprised to see that Scream Asainst the Sky
M Lee U-Fan, the thearist of Moeno—Ha, e a Japanese artist,
A lon St el i fepa s TITIE 2 E CCRGTFEET=born=®, He mav live in
‘amakura, Japan, but he is = KoreangMr=tt= Iz it npot possible to
cknowledas the full complexity of the fact that a Kerean artist 1is
~zspansible for eriginatins a Jaranese art movement?

and let s mot forset the Asian contribution to Fluxus. Ye=—TOCHT
Tprne-and--Nam—dune—FPaik-remark in the catateooue—of SFEréamATainst—the
ww Jspanese artists not onlyv Plawved an corisinating and central role in

Talsurho

‘he early daves of the Flusxus movement in the early “60s, butﬂHiJikata and
i Red Center did independent work that raralleled Fluxus. -Afd—Hidibkatay—T—
selieve, smothered a w WTEFe rT J;%mﬂe fore Rafael Optiz K I =

=HMORETr
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L historical hoserks To ask another awkward suestion: has anvone ever
Japanesa-

considered the influence of thesillﬂhv Fluxus artists, and their musical
swents and scribbled scores, on Joserh Beuvs?

As for misunderstandinss within Asia itself, it is sometimes said b
larpanese critics that the difference between modernism in the West and

. . _ i vesTorahie )
wdernism in Jarans whickh started with the Meiji swsedotromn, is that 1in
laran modernism involved. besides westernization. an anti-madern return to
ativist oarigins. I°d like to point eut that I deo not consider this return
o origins to be ddadeesdorey contradictory:, or anti-modern®: modernism in
‘he west also invelved a search for erigsins and Primitive enersies. The
garch for origins is profoundly moedern. For me, it is the aspect of
imulation in Asian modernism that is most coentradictorv: anti-moedern, and
rz2rhaps wwen predictive of postmodern practice. Shinohara“s ““Imitation

A :
TigA)—~
irt”* series of 1943-44——cories of Johns. Hauschﬁnbﬁrs,a' -thiag‘mas

ontemporaneous if not earlier than Elaine Sturtevant< s similar wark.

:ﬁ}T- fis the specifics of cultural content and the conditionalities of

acial context have rerlaced the absolutes of abstract ideclosies and

arae, manv so-called historical truths are no lonser as clear and

wmnolithic as was once believed. Post-totalitarian, postcolenial, and

-

O

.bstract forms-—-both in the woerld of contemeorary art and in the world at ﬂ{L

|

rastmodern art have intersected at unexpected ansles. At these ‘JT“-

ntersections it s no lonser alwavs Possible to make distinctions betwsen

that is mine and what is wours, or to revert te folkloric Fantasies. (NBFCheck.
ﬁEﬁEIﬁEﬂEﬁ%%ﬁ?’The interrelationshirs between cultures have become
rereasinaly comelex. It is now necessary to consider where the comeanents
‘ame froms when and whv, whether thev have beaen imposed or borrowed

HHERED i
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ji1linelvw: how thev have been subverted and transformed, and whether or Cj
jot resemblences involve influence ar affinitv. While theorists in the hrl
jest have been updatins old romanticizations of exotic cultures, \
costmodernizing the old notions with a new terminclosy of Self and Other, ’Tﬂ
wrtists and critics in farmer sc-called Perifheries that were formerly out- \
i
|

Ff=boynrds have besun to focus on their own issues and their own

mpowerment. Thev have the advantase of knowing more about our art historwy

han we in the West senerally do about theirs. And the advantase of a mare
wophisticated awareness of the socio—esthetic imelications and

mpositinns. We in the West mav well wake up one dav to find that our own
.rt has become irrelevant.

We have already realized that the shift of paradism, embraced so
agerly by theoreticians in the 1970s, is frousht with confusions and
lan=ers. There is Just as much imperfect and simPplistic art as there ever
jas on the modern side of the sreat divide. Postmodern issues of
‘ecentralization and ethnic identity that seemed therareutic in the world
£ art have proven deadly in the real world. Develaopments that apreared
ntirelv benisn to early proronents of identity politics hawve. by nows in
‘laces such as the former Yusoslavia or Ruanda, revealed a trasic
‘atential. And after the Oklahoma Citwv bembins and the revelaticons of

- : : Fo ) cehies e
iidespread white—supremacist state militias, even the oS dagtiigge: of the

cevTalmte .
inited States no lamger seems an absolute :
In art, as in the waorld at larss, the suestion is no loenser whether
that is harrening is desirable. It is rather how to adart to inevitable
ransitions and inexerable processes. Postmodernism, if we can still call

t that. and I“m not sure we can» has ebviously crossed the Point of no

eturn. As we move further into a decentralized intermediary Period

EMEREDY %
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o C;f%\ & \



0o: MACAD FAGE:
om!\T
etween eras, gropins toward a new balance and a different Paradiem. art
:an predict and express and trv to make sense of the disruptions and
‘hanses and malaise. It can grarrle with the realization that on both
ides of the old Iron Curtains both sides of the esuator, and both sides
f the planet, the histeorw of our centurvy’s art, like the history of
‘ivilization. has contained huse amnesiac saps as well as larse portions
£ self-serving fictian. Or it can perpetuate the old mentality of
elonizers and colonizeds while clingine to the disintesratins values of
he pPast.

Huge auestions have arisen that ceuldn’t have been imazined a
scade or twe aso. Can indePendent art ensase sociclosical issues without
allina victim to the Perils of ideclwosical correctnesses? Can the
ncreasinsly slobal artworld-—-now that it has besun to realize that
“universal”” is little more than a madern code-werd for a proseletvzing

‘wrocentric myth——focus an the local and sepecific rather than the so-

La]

alled universal verities without selintering inte mini-monocultures? Can
he new inclusiveness avaoid slieppine inte new forms of exclusicpary
ntelerance? Can it encompass a multitude of transnational and hvphenated

rtistic identities without descendine to simplistic salutions and new

3

N

Tolerale
tereotvees. And last but not least.|can art ssmed cross—cultural

e e

— e

Grunderstandines? [ NOTE @ SoME. AbbItiaNAL RENARES WL 8BS ARIER Y

ey o T e =

); %E;re has been talk in the Past few months in Eurcee. or at least in
jerlin, about The Marco Polae Syndromes there was a symeosiom and a
smblication is elanned. The term. the Marco Folo Svndromes, which was
wwrrowed from an essavw by Gerards Massuera, refers to the cross—cultural
iisunderstandinss that ensue when an artist, critic, ar curater from one
‘ulture attempts to interepret the art of another culture. It has becoma.

LHMORET
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.t least in Germanwys a term of condemnation, as in: an exhibition suffered
‘ram the Marce Pole Svndrome.

I believe that semost b Eomsidersdw=crvesdr Anyv effort to
inderstand, explain. or assimilate inte ancther culture is by necessity
‘1awed, Cross—cultural distortions. emissions. exasserations. and
'isbelief are unavoidable. On the other hand, cross—cultural chronologies
an wrealk some necessary havec with the standard western histervy of art.

But what exactly is this Marde Polo Svndrome? What is Marce Polo
2ina blamed for? The American Heritase Dicticnary is brief: "“See Folo,

arco. 12547 — 13247 Yenetian traveler to the court of Kublai Khan.”” An .,
_ , _ , : tolahimng

1d Encvelaopaedia Britannica {(an educational device 1@Ftnv€r from fhe*daYS
£ the British empire?) tells a fuller, and probabl~r m version of
arco Polo”s tale. Little Marco’s parents apparently took him as an infant
= the Crimea. and from there they were brousht to China by envovs of the
surt of Kublai Khan. It was the 13th centurv. Thev were the first
urepeans the fabled ruler aof the Powerful Monzol empire had ever met. And
o Marce Polo srew up in Asias he learned to speak and write several Asian
ansyages, he traveled throushout Asia as Kublai Khan’s emissary and-==
wcept for 2 two—vear interlude durins his teenase wvears when he returned
ith his father to Venice—-he remained in Asia until he was nearlw 40
zars old. when Kublai Khan sent him back to Venice with messases for the
ulers of Eurore.

Marco Falo”s problems suprosedly arose when he returned from the
‘ansal empire which then ruled a larse part of the known world, to Eurore:
weh of which was in the midst of what used to be known as The Dark Ases.
nd thouah he misht have been responsible for the transfermation of chow
un into pastas Marce Pelo was po imperialist colonizer: in fact. he mav

G~
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jave heen the first transcultural werld citizen. The real eroblem, if we

-an believe the old Encvcloraedias was that few peorle back in Venice were

jilline ta beliewe his accounts of the achievements of these distant Asian

‘uyltures thevy were isnorant of. Accoerdins to the encvcloraedia: ““If these

‘ravels of his had been taken at their full walue by the Middle Ases, the

ccience of seosrarhy would have been wvery much advanced. But unfortunpatelry

‘hew were looked wpon by mest peorle rather as fairw tales. thoush thew

iad their influence, no doubt. in leadine Celumbus te seek this land of

‘athay by sailing westward.””

Wells I den”t think we canm blame Marco Pole for Columbus”s €rrors.

socicpalitical. Fersdesbba—aeee—foto-Srndrome—may-—

‘ither mavigational or
et t=tre—imevitabies Mediations between different cultures are destined to

@ plasued By distortion., eeertcremm cxoticizations isnorance. epartial

‘nowledae, and imbalances of rower. Misunderstandinss must be assumed. But

want to say asain that I"m a believer in the value of creative

iisunderstanding. However flawed, creative misunderstandinss provoke

tevelapments in art. When Surrealism and Abstraction from Europe and

allisrarhv from f@sia fused in MNew York to isnite Abstract Expressicnism.

t was a case of creative misunderstandine. When Abstract Expressionism

wtated in Japan into a conceptual and performative body art of extreme

ctions and events=—several vears before it mutated similariy in the

Inited States——it was another case of creative misunderstandins. We could

o worse than to suffer from the Marco Polo svndrome.

And despite the hazards of leftover hierarchies, we could do deeme

jorse than to interact——on esual footing——with cultures that we.

articularly in the west, have lons isnored and been isnorant of. But

et“s not impase arbitrary catesories. Let”s not lume chunks «f the world

oHORES
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‘amether in new but esually inaccurate wavs. Let“s realize that it is
+ill1 hard to distinsuish between takine and sivins, and between the

- v2alizatioy ; )
raving for novelty and the weessntesfress—to—gcknootedaesthat innovative ngft.

has

been haprPenins elsewhere all alenst Sometimes inderendently,
omatimes differently, sometimes first. And let’s admit that this is no
cnger a strugsle between colonizers and colenized, or between dominant
rnd impocsed—-uPpon cultures. The old tus—of-war between Eurore and America.

P = =
Lage-ts Sl o

etween Morth and South America, between East and West zhould be past
jistarv. Risht now, at this transitienal and decentralizins moment. we're

11 in the same boat tosethers Bttty Pl Y prroegepege DUFFeted Do

spects af the same 9lcbal Process. e JSSiives erass—cultura‘l

isunderstandinos are unavoidable. Ewertr=af~tsusscsted-wheEn Tokedto

ammentTETthe Marco Potas ame distussioh TH BertiT Lﬁ-t’s Pause for a
+o e Manco Pale syrdrome :

woment to consider the altern 1vei it“s called isolationism.

[® 1995 Kim Levinl



