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From Trivial Pursuit to the
Art of the Deal:

Art Making in the Eighties

LAURA TRIPPI and GARY SANGSTER,
The New Museum of Contemporary Art

Trivial Pursuit® the 1980s: Part |

The Game

The decade had not yet come to a close before the makers of the popular board game
Trivia! Purswit released a special edition, Trivied Pursuit The 1980's. A state-of-the-
culture quiz game for the age of informarion, the original Triviad Perswir, introduced
early in the decade, had been the first board game since Momapoly to significantly
caprure an adult marker, While the game reached the zenich of its popularicy in 1984,
when over fifteen million units were sold, it maintained its standing as an entertain-
ment fixture through to the decade's end: "1 fele ([ admit it) homey,” a writer in the
Village Voice recently confessed, reminiscing about the television series thirtysomerhing's
1987 premicre year, “whenever [in the series] the whole gang gachered at Hope and
Michael's to hang out, play Trivia/ Purswir, and . . . warch TV.”" As the baby boom
generation reinvented the family fold, and youngadules enrolled en smassein the ranks
of the new professional, Trivial Pursuit was there, a pastime suited to the retrogres-
sive spirit of the period. “From Gorbachev to Garfield,” the press release for The
1980's edition proclaimed, “from Prince to the Phantom of the Opera; the newest game
set is a rribure to a tumultuous decade remembered as the Reagan Era”

It may also be remembered as a decade marked by strategic, and often magnificent,
lapses of memaory; by the sweeping diversionary rhetoric of big business and a deeply
conservative administration; by a relentless expansion of the media into previously
uncolonized areas — psychic and social, as well as geographic — and a rising tide of
news and information. The enormous popularicy of Trivral Prrseirwas a sign of a time
in which “having the answer” became an urgent issue. Information itself became a
hotcommodity, and, more pressing vet, no sense of an underlying narrative structure
seemed to be seeping through. The question, raised and begged by the proliferation
of facts, was one of cultural coherence. In The 1980°s edition of Trrvial Pursuit, subject
areas had been altered tellingly from those of the original: “Entertainment” re-
mained “Enterrainment,” but *History™ gave way to “In the News,” and “Art and
Lirerature™ was supplanted by “That’s Life” (a category that included such ques-
rions as:“Whar continent could one out of every five Americans not name a country
from in a 1988 Gallup poll?”).* Knowledge was reduced to information, history and
culture leveled together to the status of arbitrary facts, With the decay of authentic
community (once supported by stories of god and progress, of the rriumph of science,
modernity, or the West), a largely fictive collectivity was promulgated in living rooms

We wish o thank Dierdre Summerbell for her metculous editing.
1. Stacey [I'Erasm, “To Live anad Die in PA" The Vitloge Ve, val. XXXV, noc T (Felsruary 13, 1990k pp. 59-60, p. 59.
3. The answer is “Furops.”

6l



TRIVIAL PURSUIT-THE 1950 S MASTER GAME
Publicity sill
Courtesy of Parker Brothers

62

across the land — through television, but also through the playing cards of Trivia/
Purswit. Emblematic of what Fredric Jameson called a “desperate attempt to
appropriate a missing past,” 7rivial Pursuitwas both a tribute to and symptom of that
loss of “real” history that characterized the moment we came, in the 1980s, to call
postmodernity.?

Trivial Pursuit® the 1980s: Part 11

Reinventing the Beaux-Arts

During the early years of the decade, a concern to establish the priorities and
parameters of postmodernism dominated discussion in the field ofarc. In his preface
to the anthology The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, published in 1983,
Hal Foster summarized the wide-ranging nature of the debare:

Postmodernism: does irexist atall and, if so, what does it mean? Is it @ concept ora praciice,
a matter of local style or a whole new period or economic phase? What are its forms, effects,
place? How are we to mark its adoent? Are we truly beyond the modern, traly in (say)

pastindustrial age?*

Among the outlooks offered in the anthology was Craig Owens' “The Discourse of
Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” which sought to introduce the idea of
cultural difference into what he called the “scandalously in-different” discussion of
postmodernism:

[H Jowever we choose to diagnose its symptoms, postmodernism is usually treated, by its
protagonists and antagonists alike, as a crisis of cultural anthority, specifically of the
authority vested in Western Enropean ealture and its institutions. . .. [A]t stake. . . is not
anly the hegemony of Western culture, but also {our sense of) owr identity as a culfure. These
fiva stakes, hawever, are so inextrivably intertwined . . . that it is possible to speculate that
what has toppled our claims to sovereignty is actually the realization that our culture is
neither as homageneous nor as monolithic as we once believed it to be.*

3. Fredsic Jameson, “Pasemodernism, or The Ciliral Logic of Late Capitalism,” Ve Lol frtieas, No. HodJuly-August,
16 py. 5392, p. b6, Jameson is here referning oo the prevalesee of nustalyia during the period in all vameces of culoral
production,

4. Hal Foster, “Postmodernism: A Preface,” in Hal Fosier. ed., The Awni-Aestheric: Fevays o Postmodern Culture (Pot
Townsend, Washinguon: Bay Press, V983 E pp. iesv, s

5, Cralg Crwens, “ Tl Discoarse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” in Foster, ed.. Te Ami-desthesic, pp. 57- 82,
i 57-H.




For Owens, postmodernism entails a critique of mastery, an ongoing effort “ro upser
the reassuring stability™ of norms and posicions chat present themselves as universal
and sclf- evident, bur which in facr are culturally specific and serve the interests of
alimited few." Postmodernism, then, seeks to call into question our most fundamen-
tal concepts, institutions, and categories — among them, the institutions of arc and
art history, and, more broadly, the lived concept of identicy,

In the realm of popular culture, the game of Trivial Parswit arose in response toan
unarticulated urbanfsuburban crisis in cultural identicy. Similarly, E. D. Hirsch's
Cwltural Literacy, published mid-decade, sought to stave off the crisis by re-entrench-
ing tradition — white, Eurocentric, and masculinist tradition with a capital “T" —
through a program mandarting what every sociery member must know. The art world,
too, developed its own peculiar symptoms or strategies— techniques, if not for
coping with, then for dissembling its “condition,™

Where the seventies, with its emphasis in are on process, concept, and perform-
ance over product, had witmessed such an expansion of aesthetic practice thar art’s
“dematerialization” seemed imminent, this was an era of its institutional retrench-
ment.” The critic Carcer Raweliff offered a concise view of this development:

Weathering the 197.3-74 recession without nineh troudfe, dealers in contemporary ave glided
to the end of the decade more than ready to cash in on NeoExpressionism’s “return to the
Sigure.” Galleries . . . boomed and multiplied in the 19805, New York's East Village scene
invented itself, sprawled, thew contracted as a wew art neighborhood appeared at the
intersection of Broadway and Prince Street. Partly o SoHo annex, partly an economically
wparard migration from the Ease Village, this ontpost on Loweer Broadsay does not vet feel
permanens. It does fook prosperons.”

Propelled in part by a growing interest in the investment potential of contemporary
art, the eighties were marked by a diversionary return to traditional media and
methods. Almost with a vengeance, painting and sculprure reappeared, flourishing
under a wide variety of guises, from Neo-Expressionism and Neo-Geo, to Neo-Pop
and Commodity art. “[K]now-nothing eclecticism,” Ratcliff wrote elsewhere,
mimicking the attitude of critics toward these trends, “careerist maneuvering and a
market quickening to reward it; the ascendancy of naive and opportunistic collectors;
a slackness that leaves art-world borders open to the encroachments of mere fashion;
and, permeating all else. . . hype.”" The writings of the French theorist Jean
Baudrillard sweprt like brushfire through the period, both feeding on and fueling a
cynicism slack with confusion and ennui, Baudrillard’s vision of contemporary
culture as a “precession of simulacra,” as a groundless and constant flow of images
which capital has so penerrated thac both resistance and reference to the real have
been rendered obsolete, was all too easily, ifoften inadvertently, placed in the service

fi. el

1. See Jean-Francois Lyotand, The Pesrmodtrs Cowadition; A Rr‘bnlfm Keremedeadpe | 1979, mrans. Geoff Benningron and Brian
Muassumi. Theory and History of Literature, vol. 10 {Minnespolis: University of Minnesosta Press, 1984),

. O “dematerialization,” see.for example, Lucy Lippard, Tie Dewaterialfzetion of ohe Are Céect from {967 to 1972 (New
York: Pracger, 1973); Rosalind Kruss, “Sculpture inan Expanded Field,” in Foster, ed., Tie Aan-Aestberi Thomas Crow,
Martha Rosler, and Craig Owens, The Birth and Death of the Viewer: On the Public Function of Art,” and Michael
Fried, Rosalingd Kruss, and Benpmin Buchloh, “Theosies of Art After Minimalism and Pop,™ both in Hal Foser, ed.,
Ihsrwssions in Contemporary Caltare, vol | (New York: Din Are Foundation, 198T7),

9. Corter Hotchifd, = The Marnage of Arcand Money,™ Arriv Amerrea, special Artand Money issue, vol. 76, no, 7 (July 1988k
- 70147, po HL

10, Carver Ravcliff, " Dramaris Personac 1" Aot ir dwserrea, vol. 73, no. $September 1985k pp. %13, p. 9, “Yer even [these
critics’] maost passionace assaulbes,” Rarcliff concluded the essay in his own voice, “leave the institutbon of *the individual
artst’ Ilp!.ljﬂﬂ anl intace.” =
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of a neoconservative impulse." Germano Celant’s contribution to the catalogue for
the 1982 Docwmenta 7 in Kassel, West Germany, offered an example of criticism
dizzied by a lack of directional sense and ducking for cover under a Baudrillardian
conceit. “Mo longer concerned wich the portrayal of illusions and visual and environ-
mental artifice,” Celant wrote:

art and architectire have becowme illusion and artifice, the unreal and the represencational
replacing the sebstantial. . . .

Uneder the present hisrorical conditions, the only thing feft to do is fo glorify what does
wort exist. Art and architecture have proposed o flight into an ideal and abstract realm . .
where language exists in an illusory condition, based on the dazsle and revelations of an
already codified cultwre. We are in full ceremonial swing: what matters is the guise and the
pamerof the tmage, springing forth from archaic representations as if from the wether world
af the dead*

In her contriburtion o the same catalogue, wryly tidled “In che Mist Things Appear
Larger,” Coosje van Bruggen deseribed the situation more simply: “The placement
of art on a pedestal as ‘sacred’, has apparently been revived."" Correspondingly, the
institution of “the individual artist™ was also being reinstated, as if the fipure of
creative genius could anchor this revivalise drife. Busied, then, with its own orivial
pursuirs, the art world had reinvented the beaux-arrs, rallving under a banner that
patched “simulation” together with a seriously shopworn notion of “the acschenc.”

Trivial Pursuit® the 1980s: Part 111

The Pursuit of theTrivial

During the same period, within those art practices allied with a critical post-
modernism, the institution of “the individual” (including, but not limived to, “the in-
dividual artist™) had come under examinacion. The notion of a free and sovereign
self, autonomous in its interiority, was giving way to an investigation of the manners
and methods of its construction. At “The Real Me: Post-modernism and the
Question of [dentity,” a symposium organized in 1986 by the Insticute of Contem-
porary Arts in London, Stwart Hall proposed a conceprion of the self formulated
according to a “dialogic” linguistic model then gaining wide currency:

Potentially, discowrse is endless: the infinite semiosis of meaning. But to say anything iy
particielar, you do kave to stop tafling, Of conrse every fwll stop is provisional, The wext
sentence will vake wearly all of it back. . . . But just wow, this is whar [ mean; this is who
Fam. Ar o ceviain poing, in a certain disconrse, we colf these wnfinished closwres, "the self,
‘sociery,” ‘politics,” ere "

A cornerstone of modern Western acsthetics — with its impressionisms and expres,

11, For Baudnllerd, see <T'he Precesion of Simulen” in Braan Walls, ed., :Id.-ljrnr.”m‘i-'mj:m: R{Lh'mﬁug H{Ihnwxwiﬂn-
{Mew York and Boston: The Mew Muscum of Contemgpuorary Art in sssociation with David B Godine, Publisher, Inc.);
. 253-281. The influence of whar Hal Foster remmed “Basdnllard’s Endame™ was so pervasive that o “Forget
Baudrllard™ exhibition and “Resistance: Anci-Baodrillard” symiposium were convened at White Columns Gallery in the
winter of 167, On “Baudrillurd's Endamc,” see Hal Foster, “For o Concept of the Political in Art,” At e Amersis vol,
T2, nan 4 CApril 19840 pp. 17-25.

12, Germane Celant, “A Visual Mochine: Are Inscullation and ies Modern Protetypes,” in Dwaseate 7, vol, 11 (Kassel:
10824 mp. =Xy, . mi.

1.3 Coasje van Bruggen, “In the Mist Things Appear Lasger” in Doewevense T, vel, 11 pp. i-x, poix,

14 Seuart Hall, *Mininsal Selves,™ in Lisa Appignancst, cd., /04 Decemenss 6 | London: Instituee of Contemporary Arts,
171 pp. 44-40, p 45 .
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sionisms, on the one hand, and its ideal of disinterested, universal judgement, on the
other — the idea of the autonomous self helped provide a base for the larger edifice
of modernity, an edifice built for the benefit of a largely white, largely male few, at
the expense of the many. The application of dialogic models to considerations of
identity suggested that the self be understood not as an entity but as a provisional
construction, a weave of differing dialogic, or discursive, threads:

It mary b trie that the self is always, in a sense, a fiction, just as the kinds of ‘closures’ which
are required to create communities of identification — nation, ethnic group, families,
sexnalities, ete — are arbitrary closures; and the forms of political action, whether
MOvements, or parties, or classes, these too, are temporary, partial, arbitrary. It is
an immensely important gain when one recognizes that all identity is construered across
difference. . . '

Notonly in theory, butalso in and through the practice of art, the notion of “identity”
was beginning to be dislodged — or, in some cases, to unravel. Artists such as Duara
Birnbaum, Jenny Holzer, Mary Kelly, Barbara Kruger, Adrian Piper, Richard Prince,
Cindy Sherman, and Laurie Simmons — those, in other words, whose work has been
understood as effecting a critique of representation — had, since the late seventies,
investigated and puton display the arbitrary and provisional nature of identicy. Their
work, often examining the realm of cultural production through a linguistic lens, calls
attention to the mechanisms by which selves are produced and reproduced, and
emphasizes the ways in which “identity is constructed across difference,” whether
the diacritical difference be gender, race, or class.

Such artists often turned to photography or other mechanical means of reproduc-
tion, photocopying or L.E.D. (Liquid Electronic Display) signboards, for example.
Ina series of essays that began with “Pictures™ in 1977, Douglas Crimp explored the
ramifications of photography, a medium only then being admitted into the canon of

15, Thid.



fine art." Taking his cue, on the one hand, from Walter Benjamin, and, on the other,
from the early work of artists such as Sherman and Prince, Crimp elaborated on
themes that were to become crucial to the further development of art as a critical
practice in the eighties.”” Among these is photography’s capacity to disrupt notions
of originality. Because it is by nature a means of mechanical reproduction, photog-
raphy upset both the idea of the artist’s originality and the notion of an original arc
work in relation to a copy. This is especially clear in the practice of appropriation,
where, by photographic means, images are borrowed wholesale. Through the
circulation of reproductions, Crimp argued, photography depletes artworks of their
“aura,” the quasi-sacred emanation of their uniqueness and authenricity. The
averturning of conventions tied to authenticity and originality would, in this view,
lead to a loosening of the museum's disciplinary (in both senses of the word) grip,
suggesting a “dispersal” of art and the museum's impending obsalescence. Finally,
Crimp's argument called into question the notion of identity itself: new procedures
in photography provided opportunities for a gradual unpacking of “the fiction of the
self.""

Crimp took a dim view of what, as with Benjamin, he called “photography asarg,”
by which he meant the absorption of photographic practice into the institutions of the
market and the museum, which is both accomplished through such restraining
measures as the limited edition and supported by the resurfaced figure of creative
geniusinstalled behind the camara’s lens. Argu ing against these recuperative trends,
Crimp advanced instead “artas photography,” thatis, photography — with its drastic
implications intact — as the paradigmatic medium for vanguard art pracrices in
general”

Where the first wave of artists working within this photographic model had
primarily employed appropriation or performance-derived references and conven-
tions, by the mid-cighties younger artists such as Alfredo Jaar and Lorna Simpson
were adapting other photographic languages to the critical analysis of systems of
representation. As the body of work in this area grew, a diversity of approaches
seemed allied in a larger project. Artists who employed more traditional media bue
with an unsettling approach to content— Ida Applebroog, John Coplans, Eric Fischl,
Leon Golub, Ben Sakoguchi, Andres Serrano, Nancy Spero, David Wojnarowicz,
even Bruce Nauman, especially in his work with neon and video — were also
engaged in an exploration of the mechanisms that make up the self. Under the
pressure of this varied deployment of images and texts lifted from the stream of
social, institurional, and commercial discourse, identity was gradually revealed o be
an effect of multiple forces, a provisional pointof intersection, a stage or sitc of ongoing
exchange and contestation.

Informed by the idea that the self is, itself, an artifact, many artists turned their
attention to the commonplace — habits, customs, routine activities — as the carrier
of cultural values.® What was once considered trivial came to be understood as

1. Doglas Crimp, “Pictures.” Gawder & (Spring P95 pp. 758 firsy published in conjunction with an exhibizon at
Agtises Space of the same name (New Yok Commirtes for the Visual Arcs, 1977 It may be worth recalling that in 1997
the Whitney Biennial included photography for the first dme,

17. Bee Walter Benjamin, *The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reprocuction™ (19360, trans. Harry ok, in Hanna
Arenade, cal., Flfmaimation | ew York: Schocken Boaks, 1968 pnzl?.jﬁ.i;_—md =4 Sham | |im;nn.'url’hllhuuuqlh'_r"i 1931k
trans. Stanbey Micchell, Scroew, vol, 15, no. 1 (Spring 1972k pp. 7-26.

15, Demiglas Crimp, = The Photographic Activiey of Posensdernism,”™ hevader 13 (Winter 19805 pp. 92-100, p. 99,

19, Crimp, “Photographic Activity.” . %, See also Beajamin, "4 Shaore History.” Crimp’s argumcnt s the paradigmaric
tule of phowgraphy builds on the premise that the “aesshetic mode thar was exemplary duging the seventics wis
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decisive in the production and reproduction of selves and social structures. As a
result, there emerged a progressive, and deeply strategic, pursais of the triviad, of
ordinary places in the social where values are inscribed, which was directed against
the essentializing and hierarchical discourse of modernism.

Concerned with art’s continued capacity for resistance and intervention, artists
often looked to theory, fashioning practice according o the insights gained. Exami-
nations of the conditonal and insticutional character of the auchoricative self
sometimes emerged quite pointedly. Marcha Rosler's performance, *Watchwords of
the Eighties,” for example, at Docwvmenta 7, was offered as an impromptu response
to the neoconservative curatorial aesthetic that she found to be holding sway.”
Viewing Rosler’s performance as a comment on the preponderance of Neo-Expres-
sionist painting in the exhibition, and, more generally, on the art world’s sudden
assumprion of graffici are, Benjamin Buchloh wrote:

Her performance, witk its self-conscionsly artificial incorporation of rap talt and graffic
arriting, was as specific to contemporary Near York culture as the ‘real’ graffit painter Lee
Chiinones, who Sad been invived by the enrators to paine the walls of a subrerranean
pedestrian passagessay. . . . As we see Roster bouncing around the stage like a street fighter
arith a ghetto blaster, it is apparent that her notion of anthenticity contraiets the artworld's
desire to acewlinrate instanitly any anthentic sign of denial and resistance.”

Closer to home — in both senses of the phrase — was Sylvia Kolbowski'’s presenta-
tion, in New York, at the first of the Dia Arc Discussions in Contemporary Culture
in 1987. In this series of panel discussions, the growing importance of the issue of
cultural difference, especially as elaborated by feminist inflections of psychoanalytic
theory, was very much in evidence. “1 would like to define my interest here as
something . . . like the acquisition of a place from which to speak,” Kolbowski
asserted, directly challenging fellow panelists and peers included among the audi-
Cnes:

{ find it particelarly contradictory when eritics or artists who do critical, political work deo
ot seek to undermine — in facr often aveid wndermining — the positions af authority from
wdieh they thensefoes speak. Certerin institutional disconrses . are wnprodleracically used
o challenge the inswlarity and imperviousness of other fnstitations. . . . [Flew of the
speakers have paid attention to the very ideologies that inform their metfods of presenting
Anowledee, .. 5

b On thix, see especially Pierre Bordieu, Cweliae of @ Thearr of Practice (1972), trans, Richard Nice, Cambridge Siudies
in Sovial Anthropalogy 16 1Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977, reprine 1986),
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The issue of access — or of its obstruction — to positions from which the “I" might
legitimately speak, was the link connecting artists engaged in a critique of represen-
tation to those whose primary focus had fallen on the institutions that orchestrate and
legitimate “identity.” Artists and artists” groups such as Robert Colescott, Hans
Haacke, Epoxy Art, Group Material, The Guerilla Girls, Louise Lawler, James Luna,
Tim Rollins and K.0.S., Martha Rosler, and Kryszrof Wodiczko, among others,
delineated the lines of power that govern the conventions of the art world, from
exhibition practices and gallery representation, to art historical discourse and educa-
tion, in an cffort to disrupt them. Operative ideologies were repeatedly highlighted
and contested, recalling Owens’ assertion in “The Discourse of Others™: “Notonly
does the postmodernist work claim no such authority, it also actively seeks to
undermine all such claims.”*

The work of artists in both these groups has, above all, aimed tw unsettle the
conviction that art exists in an autonomous sphere, free from economic and political
interests. More to the poing, in the dispersal of art from the hushed and orderly
confines of the museum; in the depletion of its auratic qualities; in the substiturion,
for uniqueness and rarity, of readily available copies; and in the adoption of source
material from the vernacular, what we have witnessed is an insistent, and resiscanr,
trivializing trend, directed against the aggrandizing and recuperative apparatus of the
market and the museum. In exhibitions such as the “Times Square Show™ of 1980%;
Barbara Kruger's “Pictures and Promises” at the Kitchen in 1981, as well as those
organized by Carol Squiers for P.5.1 between 1981-83, with their tear sheets,
newsprint, and reproductions taken straight from books, intermingled with artworks
and “actual” photographs; and the year-long “Democracy” project mounted at Dia
Art Foundation by Group Material and Martha Rosler between 1988-89.% art has
undergone a diminution of sanctity and scale. It has, in the best sense, been
trivialized, that is — in the spirit of the rerm’s New Latin derivation — alispensed o
the street. ™

In his essay “An Artistic Agenda,” written in 1988 for the tenth anniversary of the
alternative performance and visual art venue, L.A.C.E. (Los Angeles Contemporary
Exhibitions), the late William Olander — originally a cocurator on THE DECADE
SHow—argued foran extension into the nineties of work commited to “recognizing
and promaoting the concept that culture can no longer be separated out from other
practices but has been dispersed and transferred throughourt the social realm.”
Pausing, however, over the emergence of “a postconceptual practice . . . which is
curiously linked to legiimizing commodity production,” Olander in this essay
seemed to sense a change in the conditions of possibility for eritical art pracrice.
“Much of this work,” he wrote of practices devored to a critique of the various
institutional discourses of art, “is exemplary™:

[fulfilling the mandare that is roo easily lose sight of as so-called alternatives become more
established, more institutional, and more bareaucratic; as they atfempi ro seek ont @ new,
and larger, aspiring middle-class audience; as they scramble for yet anather corporate,
Soundarion, or government doflar. It is dedicated to exposing rhe false nentralicy and
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idealism of art and to investigating its body — the musewm, the alternative space, the artisr-
run galtery. As Hal Foster has noted, “in order to transform the apparatus, it is necessary
to expase its “alibis” and foregromnd its “framewort.”" Clearly, this has been an
instrumental function of much of the most significant art of the 1980s. But what is on the
agendea for the 1990s7%

The Art of the Deal

By the decade’s end, a new, profoundly professionalized aesthetic sensibility was
already high on the horizon. As the space ofalternative art venues, mapped outin the
seventies, was increasingly colonized, and even museums, with their growing
appetite for blockbuster shows, adopred the tactics of the entertainmentindustry, art

came to operate more and more wichin the terms of the media and the markerplace.
While the revivalist drift of the early eighries, in its brazen relations with a young
market, may have seemed as silly as the laughably fantastic schemes of a movie-star
president, by the late eighties, few in the arc world were laughing. One after another
resistant device was capitulating to the marker, as what Crimp called “the end of
painting” appeared to give way to the exd of the end of painting.*' Arists more and
more were being absorbed into cults of luster and monumentality. The domination
of the field by market forces was cultivating a tendency toward serial production to

29, Willliam Olander, “An Amistic Agenda,” in Karen Moss, e, LA € E: A0 Years Docnmeated’ | Los Angeles: Los Angeles
Contemporary Exhibitions, 1988): pp 16-17, p. 16,

30, CHander, p. 1. Foster, RECODINGS: Arr, Spoctacie, Cultwrad Polities (Searte. Washington: Bay Press, 1985), pp. 101-
102,

31. Douglas Crimp, “The End of Paintng,” Ooader 16 (Spring 19813 pp. 69-86,
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feed a voracious collecting constituency with brand-name art and knock-offs, while
the turn of the scasons was giving rhythm to the variations on a signature style. Afrer
the pattern of Trivial Purswit, with its simulacion of collective memory by reference
toa roster of arbicrary facts, thiswidespread recurn to object-making inartseemsitself
to constitute a simwlation of aesthetic pracrice past.

In July of 1988, As7 in America produced a special *Artand Money™ issue, with a
detail of Joseph Beuys’ Kuwst = Kapital (Art = Money, 1979) heralding the subject from
its cover, Inside, Carter Rarcliff, in “The Marriage of Art and Money,” argued chat
“our persistent habit of trying o separate market value from [a]esthetic value is
misguided, like the struggle to extricate a picture’s function from its form™:

Av its most *[alesthetic,” art as we bnow it is always selling’ something — or many things,
its oaow vision of the world first. . . . The two appeals ave more than competible — different
aspects af the same invitation to understand, fo accept, ro buy the work aud its meanings,
figuratively and literally. . . *

The idea thar art was ever free of economic interests may be one of the many myths
of modernity that vaporized as we crossed the threshold into a postmodern period.
Even Clement Greenberg, in his landmark contribution to American formalist
eriticism, “Avant-Garde and Kitseh,” acknowledged a “paradox™ inhering in the
conceptofaestheric purity when he wrote thar the avant-garde “has always remained
artached by an umbilical cord of gold™ o “an elitc among the ruling class of that
society from which it assumed itself to be cut off."* Ieappears, however, thar marker
forces have recently escalated to such a magnitude chat questions of che relation of
aesthetic to economic value have shified into a different register alwogether, where
familiar frames of reference no longer apply.

Inarecent essay, Yves-Alain Bois suggested a wav of reframing the dilemma faced
by contemporary art, one as provocative as it is surprisingly simple:

If the production of the sixties and seventies sas marked by a desive to test the limits of
‘museability’ (earthwonts, concepraal art, eic.), awd . . . fo escape the modernise enferfrise
of antonomization of art.. . anvone [now] can notice a definite return to wonks easily
digestitle by the musenm. . .. [1]fworks of aet wo fonger attempr fo outdo the wasenns, it
is becanse it has become stracturally impossible. . . . [T]he dialectical pair musenmfworld
has ceased to exist as such. Owr world is one which bas the potentiality of becoming, in ifs
entirety, a wasenn. . . . [ Tlhe funerary econanty of the museum is today going far bevond
the embalming of art works, and has already beguen to congeal the rotality of our
siervoundings ™

The notion that the dichotomy museum/world has been rendered obsolete can help
bring the predicament of art in the late eighties sharply into focus, Far from worrying
the margins of an institution in its demise, contemporary art in this view situates
icself, and its various straregics, within a museological frame so extensive it can
equally include any number of artifacts — from, in Bois® words, “a Michael Jackson
doll to Concorde souvenirs, from a *Smoking Permitted’ sign to a Robert Venruri
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chair, from a Ford Taurus. . ." to art objects made (or not made) for collection and
displav.™

Bois, however, dismissed the argument of a “renewed submission, on the part of
artists, to the dikrats of the market,™™ Instead of looking to character analysis, he
sought to locate the “cause™ of the quandry in contemporary artat “a deeper level, "7
This collapse of the museum/world opposition thus serves to de-psychologize the
field, enabling a view of the art world’s altered condition in terms of institutional
functions or roles. Carter Rarcliff, too, recently challenged the transgressive model
in which arr aims to outdo the muscum. Arguing that “[t]o find an audience, [art]
generally not only makes its peace with art world institutions bur actively collabo-
rates with them,” he offered an account emphasizing the reciprocity of institutional
roles:

{ believe that art as we bnow it — art as constrved by the institntions of the art world —
is capable of representing in an effective way only one institution, that of the artist's public
self. ... I mean something thoroughly outaward: an institution similar in many ways fo the
entify knoww as the corporation, a now-person that bears a person’s name but for the sabe
of clarity must never be confused with that person. We ought ta take it as axiomatic that every
artistwhe has come to onratlention is, to some degree, an institutional figure. When an artist
achieves institutional status his or fer self aggrandizes its scale and takes on the imperson-
ality of an emblem. This institutional version of the self still displays characteristic personal
traits, but they are now formulized, even conceptualised. In this incarnation, the artist finds
thet he or she can deal with a museun or gallery as one institution to another— that is, from
@ position that permits at least the hope of equalirg.™

In Ratcliff's picture of the artistic self as comparable to a corporation, identity appears
as an cffect, or articulation, of the play of power relations. Even as this self
“aggrandizes its scale.” it undergoes a process of demystification as the locus of its
authority is transferred from the quasi-sacred precincts of creative genius to transac-
tions, agreements, and business or curatorial arrangements. Observing thar *[flantasics
of escape from the imperatives of institutional power are artifacts peculiar to our
culture,” Rawcliff suggests thaca remnant of the ideal of individualism has continued
to haunt even critical practices in the eighties that sought to undo the exclusionary
effects of institutional art operations.™

Instead of moralizing over character flaws in key players, these readings of events
remains accentive to the critique of the notion of the free individual which has formed
a major part of artistic and critical efforts during the last decade.” Similarly, in
“pluralism.” another key motif of the period, a denial of the imperatives of power
relations was often lurking, for, as Crimp has noted, pluralism “is the fantasy chacart
is free, free of other discourses, institutions, free, above all, of history.” By the
decade’s close, fantasies of escape had grown insuppaortable as the space of Olander's
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“so-called alternatives” was squeezed out and the strings artached to sponsorship
grew tighter by the day. Increasingly, it became clear that the auchority of artists, and
the viability of spaces for art and exhibition practices critical of or simply different
from dominant culture, must rely on an ability to maneuver within the web of
institutional discourse,

Noting that the museum under modernism “had as one of its main purposes an
entrenchment against the commaodification of all things,” Bois’ analysis otherwise
left the question of the relation — more specifically, the changed relation — between
the marker and the museum regrettably undeveloped.® In contrast to the modemn
model, it now scems that the market is assimilating even the museum. Insinuating
itself through collecting practices, the market has begun to dictate to the institutions
of art a new outlook, one that alters the idea of historical importance. Shaped by
liquidity and volarility, it is a notion of history on a future’s market model. Writing
in Art in America's “Artand Money” issue on the implications for aesthetic culture of
the spectacular art auctions of the late eighties, Douglas Davies pointed out a shift
in the balance of authority between the museum and auction sales:

If Pap art fades, Minimal art rises to replace it; if Neo-Expressionism pales, Neo-Geo is
discovered to maintain the pace and breath. The barely dry paintings by Tansey, Halley and
Philip Taaffe that sold at Christie’s for large sums in May [1988] surely set another record
Jor auction speed, bur the concepr of immediate history is implicit in virtwally every
step taken by the wew marketing system since the end of World War I, Having learned at
the feet of museums eager to embrace the next evolution, collectors no longer feel the necessivy
to wait for the greew fight. Auction purchase tiself now confers validation

If museums once provided the model for collecting as an historical discourse, itis now
collecting, both private and corporate and operating ata speed derermined by market
forces, thar is setting the collecting agenda for museums. Neither the museum's
concept of history, coneretized in collecting practices, nor its historical role, is likely
to be left unscathed.

The increased visibilicy and volacility of auction sales illustrates the extent to
which the relationship between art objects and economic value has been altered.
New York Times economics reporter Peter Passell recently referred to this develop-
ment as “the most fundamental change in the market in recent years: the transfor-
mation of art into a practical vehicle for investment. ™ In a cover story for the Times's
“Arts and Leisure” section, Passell spelled out the ways in which art “collecting” has
become an investment game:

Inereased competition among dealers, awction hounses and innovative marketing outlets has

sharply recuced the costs of buying and selling art. Sonrces of information about the marker
value of art have multiplied, making it far more attractive for newcomers ta play
the tnoesting game. And these signs of increased efficiency are not limived to the upper reaches
of the art world. . . . It is now becoming practical for individuals with, say, §10,000 to

41, Bois, p. 22. Having made this observation, Bois concludes by saying that =[t]oday, the muscum has ieself become &
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$50,000 available, to invest in art the way they invest in gold eoins or building fots. . ., for
individnals and corporations to buy and sell paintings lite diamonds or shares in mutual
Suneds

Underscoring the extent to which this transformation affects contemporary art in
particular, a graph contrasting returns on “hypothetical investment pools™ of paint-
ings in four catagories accompanied Passell’s article. Where a $20,000 ourtlay for a
parcel of Old Masters in 1980 might have been expected to return a lictle over $60,000
in 1989, a comparable investment in contemporary painting could have yvielded an
astounding $160,000. The rapid buyingand selling of art, once considered unseemly,
grew to be accepted practice as profits rose. Arccollecting in the late eighries became,
inaword, a futures marker, where trading or circulation superceded accumulation or
collecting on the model initially provided by the modern museum,

The emergence of a trader’s market for art would seem to place museums at
serious risk, economically unable, as they are, to compete with other bidders. As a
result, itappears chat it will be, ironically, through the mechanism of the market cthar
art’s looked-for dispersal is likely to be effected. Such a dispersal, however, does not
necessarily lead to the museum’s demise. Instead, Passel’s *transformation of artinto
a practical vehicle for investment™ entails a reciprocal transformation of the institu-
tions that have grown with art in the modern period. As the muscum’s role in
“writing” history is put under pressure from market forees, its arcicude toward that
role is being tested. Ificis challenged by the market to take up an inferested posture
toward the present, the nature of thar interest is nonetheless apen to interpretation.
As artworks increasingly pass into and through private and corporate collections, and
government support for the arts continues to diminish, responsible froferage would
seem to have an ever more prominant part to play. The November 1989 “Day
Withour Art,” sponsored by Visual AIDS, in which art institutions across the country
“demonstrated” against government and media inaction and disinformation regard-
ing AIDS, represents onc way in which resistant brokerage might operate from
within the institutions of art toarticulate opposition, and engage directly with history,
that is with the histary of the present moment.

Artists themselves have been quick to recognize these changes in the field, and
to exploit or explore them. Commuodiry artises, for example, such as Haim Steinbach,
trade on the functional rransformation of the art object, while Komar and Melamid,
with their ironic, neo-Soviet realist celebration of Bayonne, New Jersey, mount the
conceptual spectacle of the Artist in the Age of Late Capitalism. Others, Martin
Puryear, for example, forge hybrid forms thar, in the guise of high modernism,
smuggle onto the (so-called) international market the ghostly rraces of eraditions
cannibalized by or excluded from the canons of Western art. In addition to these
procedures, Gran Fury's controversial demonstrations and poster project interven-
tions; Group Material's emphasis on opening exhibition practices w include all
manner of cultural production; David Hammons's argumentative site-specific instal-
lations; the educative and interventionist aspect of Tim Rollins and K.O.8., whose
Art and Knowledge Workshop in the Bronx effectively includes an apprenticeship
in marketing otherwise reserved to such elite training grounds as CalArts and Yale
— with these artists and artists” groups, the identity of arc has been dispersed into an
array of strategies, stances, and practices. Such work demonstrates the vitality of a
critical art tradition, articulated in terms thatchallenge the authority of the art object,
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the individual artist, and the institutions of art, as we move into the century’s last
decade.

If the return to object-making in art marked the onset of an era of simulation, it
also signaled a moment when the cumulative cultural impact of new technologies
began to register within the artistic arena. Computers and video, synthesizers and
laser discs, technologies for the production and reproduction of images, sounds,
environments, and a variety of special effects, have the effect of installing in our
conceptual frame a new visual and experiential paradigm, one that has increasingly
been investigated by artists. This technological paradigm does not invalidate so
much as intensify, augment, and embellish the model provided earlier by photogra-
phy. In her essay “On Artificiality,” published in Flask Arr in 1982, Kate Linker
addressed the need to reformulate that Benjaminian photographic model in consid-
cration of both the sheary of a “fictive, fabricated world™ determined by “rampantand
multiple technology,” and the faer of a flourishing body of work by “artists who
variously manipulate and synthesize images™:

Indeed, this glossy object world suggests a sitwation in which both creator and copyist have
been replaced by the morecomplex role of the arranger who, working with sophisticated
techwology and wnder a post-industrial model, ‘manages’ the production of imagery. For
the cult of the artificial does wot correspond to the mere existence of advanced technologres;
it reflects their wide availability, and the new social relations . . . that are afforded with
increased access.™

Linker's figure of the artist as “arranger” provides a critical avenue into the field of
disparate practices that make up contemporary arr. Aggressively synthetic picture-
making practices can be understood as motivated “by a desire to move closer to the
realities of material production” and as “aiming to negotiate a relation with consumer
culture as it increasingly dominates the urban vernacular.” The model might also
be extended to approaches to object-making that investigate art’s “other” border
regions, zones of collision and intersection that comprise our increasingly imploding
culture. Finally, Linker's model might equally describe the shift of aesthetic interest
away from object-making, to the orchestration and cireulation of bodies of work, and
to the staging of events, exhibitions, and even careers, which came to the fore inthe
later part of the decade. Artists have lately evidenced a concern with managing both
“the production of imagery, "ard’the production and distribution of artitself, “arrang-
ing" art as commodity, event, institution, and information. From “the end of
painting” to “A Day Withour Art,” the eighties traced a trajectory in which the
strategies involved in the “making” of art multiplied in both complexity and kind as,
daily, the stakes and wagers were raised.

The appeal of Baudrillard seems to have been his ability to capture, in subtleties
of terminology and style, the enormity of the transformarions in the mechanisms of
cultural production and reproduction, and, correspondingly, the profound alteration
of the self in relation o its objects:

[Pleaple na longer project themselves tnto their objects. . . : the psychological dimension has
in a sense vanished, and even if it can alaays be marked ont in detatl, one feels that it is not
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really there that things are being played one. . . . [Llittle by lictle a logic of ‘driving’ has
replaced a very subjective fogic of possession and projection. No more fantasies of power,
speee, and appropriation linked to the object itself, but instead w tactic of potentialities
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With this evaporation of the psychological dimension, distinctions between self and
object, private and public space, are abolished together, collapsing into “a single
dimension” of communication and information.™ As “forms of expression™ disap-
pear, “forms of risk and vertigo” come to predominate.® Pried loose from the logic
of possession and accumulation, it seems that the art of unique object-making will
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At the decade’s end, a new adult board game was in the ascendancy. Developed
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cohesiveness that draws players in. . . "% Trump himself, they say, was more
interested in developing marketing strategices for the game than with he was with its
design.*
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