The Usurpers have no clothes (a polemic)                        Paul Mathieu
There is a profound crisis taking place in art now and more specifically in contemporary art (which is not the same thing as art). One of the most obvious signs for this crisis is that no one seems to be aware that such a crisis exists. Crisis are like censorships, the most discrete they are, the more effective and perfidious they also are. Another sign of this crisis is also manifest in the absolute consensus that appears to exist within contemporary art, now. No matter where in the world you may experience contemporary art, you will basically get the same experience, in Jakarta, in Johannesburg or in Helena, Montana. The contemporary art experience is now predictable and deeply conventional; it is the same everywhere. There may be somewhat of a local flavor in the work on display, but in essence, the experience will be similar to identical, anywhere. Never do you enter a contemporary art gallery and comment to yourself or ask the question: “Now this is different! What is this doing here?” There is no element of surprise possible and you can be sure that your predictable expectations are going to be met. The conventions are hegemonic. Such absolute, universal consensus on what is acceptable in contemporary art (what gets made, what gets exhibited, what receives curatorial attention, etc.) is a major symptom of this current crisis. For consensus implies an agreement that prevents criticality. And if art is not critical, then it isn’t, altogether. And if anything and everything can be art, then nothing is, really, either. It has now become impossible to be critical within art, as it has become impossible, despite most everyone trying, to be shocking anymore as well. Criticality in art is nonetheless happening, but it is happening outside contemporary art practices, outside institutional contexts and accepted discourses too. It is actually happening within artistic practices (i.e. crafts practices) that are not given visibility, since they are not, or very rarely shown within the legitimate and legitimizing space of institutional display. Such art, what is still generally called “crafts”, appears inexistent, inoperative, irrelevant. Or is it? Its ultimate power may ultimately reside in this neglect and invisibility.
What if what gets exhibited in a contemporary art context was instead what is actually irrelevant, despite the elaborate, bureaucratic apparatus operating to make us believe in its importance, its significance and its relevancy? What if contemporary art was a phenomenon around things that only look like art, but may not actually be art, at all?  It appears that the only way we know how to recognize if something is art or not, is if it “looks” like it. The corollary being that if it doesn’t look like art, then it isn’t art. What if the real art was the stuff that doesn’t look like what we think art should look like?
If all the curators, all the other artists are in agreement that your work is relevant, significant and important, then it may be time to seriously worry… I know I would.
What if the relevant, truly significant art being made now was actually happening elsewhere than in “contemporary” art? Where no one appears to be looking?
The art gallery is a space where a social event takes place and not anymore where an aesthetic event happens. Art has reduced itself to an excuse for a small, select social group to come together and find comfort in absolute consensus and agreement. It is nothing but an excuse and a reason to belong to a very exclusive, in all meanings of the word, club.
The responsibility of art has been co-opted by an obsession with the now. Art has lost its ambition and artists are only ambitious in political (as in power) and economic terms; there are no more aesthetic ambitions. Is art what a culture makes at any given time (what is contemporary) or is it what is left of a culture after it has disappeared? What will be left of “contemporary art”? What will be left of contemporary culture?
              The only redeeming quality of such art made now resides in its impermanency, since most of it leaves no trace, beyond flimsy documentation (catalogue art). After exhibition, it basically disappears to be quickly forgotten, quickly replaced with the next (social) event, likewise fleeting and instantly obsolete. The work didn’t exist last week, it will not exist next week, it is totally invested in the now. It would have been meaningless last week, it will be meaningless again next week (except, perhaps and exceptionally, as a commodity). The work may have meaning (temporarily) for the artist and for the curator, since it only serves as an unfortunate necessity for their political (ideological) and economic needs (and possibly their psychological needs as well), by providing an excuse for their reciprocal, symbiotic importance. The artist and the curator have now become much more important than the art, which is but a by-product of their alliance. At times, and more and more often, this by-product, the artwork, is quite simply altogether dispensed with. In fact, the artwork is the first victim of the present crisis in contemporary art. It has but completely disappeared. The next victim will be the artist. Soon, all we will be left with are curator artists, artists with curatorial practices instead of aesthetic practices, to say nothing of material practices... After catalogue art, where art existed solely to be documented in a catalogue, which is the actual material aspect of the work and of the exhibit, the current perversion is now curator art, art made specifically for the curatorial premise of the show, and often made by the artist as curator or even worse, the curator as artist. Through the “reduction ad absurdum” of post studio practices, curators made sure to find ways to dispense with the artwork itself, a situation that simplified their life greatly. Now, they are engaged with the slow but unstoppable process of dispensing with artists altogether. Their historical revenge against their creative incapacity will be complete.

Meanwhile, artists themselves have reduced their own activity to curatorial practices. Instead of making art, of transforming something into something else, artists re-contextualize; they collect, edit, organize, display and present their “work”. They operate like curators and as such their practice consists in curating their own practice. Curators of course love this kind of art, since their work is actually done for them and all they now have to do is also to re-contextualize the curatorial work provided by the “artist”, within their own curatorial agendas (what institutions call their “mandate”). To be of any interest to curators, artists must operate within such a prescribed system now. Hence the present crisis in contemporary art, a crisis no one notices since the artists who are implicated in this perverse system are benefitting greatly from it; and curators are happy because their bureaucratic conceptual framework has now become universal and the whole job is already done for them, by the artists. All they have left to do is to orchestrate the social activities around the event, the actual reason for the ‘work’ to exist in the first place.
 And, above all, the public doesn’t care. Society doesn’t care. The culture doesn’t care.
This is yet another symptom of the crisis. Contemporary art is almost completely irrelevant to the larger culture. It has no significant impact on culture (beyond the market place and within stylistic

appropriation in advertising and fashion), it is of no interest to anyone, beyond the artists themselves and other artists, other curators and a small social group for whom it provides an excuse to congregate and find each other interesting.

Of course, such views cannot be expressed publicly. The pervasive system is maintained by a very subtle yet very effective censorship that prohibits anyone to criticize. To do so would result in accusation of philistinism and would yield ostracism, instantly.

This is yet another manifestation of this consensus mentioned earlier, of this absolute lack of criticality. The impossibility to be critical, and yet remain part of the group. The crisis perseveres since no one dares contest anything and, more profoundly disturbing still, no one really cares. This is the first time in history where the art that is supported by the social structure (financially and institutionally, anyway) is fundamentally irrelevant to that social structure. It only really serves the personal interests of the chosen artists and the curators who are much more interested in the perception and opinions of the other artists and other curators (and curators curate for other curators exclusively, to promote their own careers and advancement). To do so, they (both the artists and the curators, but which is which now? Really) MUST conform to the hegemonic practices and discourses and behave accordingly. They owe no responsibility to the larger society and to the surrounding culture. There is no accountability.
Avant-Garde Academism
Am I the only one to think that artists like Ian Wallace, Jeff Wall, Stan Douglas, Rodney Graham and the whole Vancouver Photo-Conceptualist “school” are but the present version of the bourgeois academic “painters” of the late 19th Century? The official Salon painters, at some point known as “pompiers”. The same themes: heroic (or anti-heroic) landscapes with a particular focus on detritus and wastelands, portraiture of ordinary people yet also heroic in scale, ostentatious still-lives with an obsession with filth and garbage, historical records of events (often factice or recreated), etc.; the same grand manner (ostentatious scale), and, of course, the same institutional, commercial and critical success? The difference is that the original academic artists had extraordinary skill and technique at their disposal, and in many instances, not an insignificant amount of imagination and talent. All of this sadly lacking in this new academism. May I suggest that the collectors, private and public, of such works (remember what happened to academic painting!) who spend huge amounts on such acquisitions would be better to invest their money elsewhere, say real estate? Of course, such collectors probably made their money in real estate to begin with. Now they are spending it lavishly and perhaps foolishly on art whose main purpose it is to create and maintain their social importance and status, which they would not always earn otherwise. In fact, this is probably the only really significant and relevant role contemporary art plays in culture now… Of course, the monetary value of such works will never go down (significantly). The art market and the art system will see to that. Such work will be “hagiographized”, theorized and fictionalized in art history and thus forever remain inescapable like so much similar, equally conventional, work before. The blatant academism of these artists will reserve the same judgement for them than it did for their 19th Century predecessors. Probably a worst judgement, since the newer work will never have the decorative appeal of the older, or the convincing continuity always conferred to things exquisitely and phenomenally well crafted. 19th Century craftsmanship will always impress but 20th Century mechanistic images will quickly fade into neglect, then oblivion. More usurpers with no clothes. 

Embodying the Artist

Another perverse phenomenon presently pervasive in art practices consists in “embodying the artist”. To do so, numerous artists often create another persona, another “artist”, that is actually responsible for making the work. The work is not really made by the artist himself (this tends be a phenomenon largely reserved for male artists) but is instead produced by this other “artist”, that the artist himself embodies. This “artist” simulacrum (a reproduction for which there is no original) takes many forms, but a constant remains that the work produced is highly referential of other practices within Modernism and is aesthetically amateurish. To give but just a few examples, one thinks of minimalist sculptures remade by a bearded lumberjack using sticks and branches in a forest setting or throwing incompetent pots to then be installed on pseudo Calder stabiles (Damian Moppett) or again, of puppet collages made from decoupage in nostalgically childish National Geographic magazines (Jeffrey Farmer) and again, quirky gauche paintings in a variety of stylistic genres that would be at ease in a Salvation Army store (Rodney Graham). Maurizio Cattelan is another example of the artist as curator of his own myth. The list of other examples would be quite long, if exhaustive. 

It is as if the work produced had been made in a state of innocence, of primal purity, by some dilettante working in isolation in a state of nature or again in a suburban basement. Now of course, this is all work actually made by real and very sophisticated and sensitive artists, with university degrees and international reputations, but when they embody the “artist” their work looks like the work of someone who has but a passing knowledge of art, has experienced art in postcard reproductions more than direct contact, who is making works from a primal impulse and an irresistible, personal, individual urge to express oneself, instead of a deeper engagement with the aesthetic potential of art within the culture, as a phenomenon based in time, past, present and future. Not surprisingly, these kinds of practices are extremely popular and actively supported by curators, institutions and the market place, in equal measures. Quite a lot of money changes hands.
This is but one more example of what could also be called “the Reenactment of Art”, following the Reenactor phenomenon, where obsessive history buffs dress in period costumes with period accoutrements (or new facsimiles) and reenact various past historical battles, on the very spot where the actual events actually took place. The whole thing feels as real as possible, but of course, these “reenactors” are equipped with guns that are only shooting blanks. Their guns may make credible noise and produce smoke but they are obviously harmless. Similarly, the artists “embodying the artist” are pretending to make art while also shooting blanks. Their art looks like art but has none of the potency of art. But art now has become but a sign for itself, and it is art only if it looks like art (you’d never know otherwise). It is the impotent result of pretentious posturing, and as spectacle it may have entertainment value but as engagement with culture, it has no historical impact. Once the theatrics are over and the noise dies down and the smoke is diffused, all this stuff will simply disappear into oblivion, where it belongs.
What does this all means?

Again, this is but one more example of the malaise in contemporary art, of the absolute lack of responsibility, of criticality is art today. These artists have all renounced their engagement with the larger world (beyond institutional and financial interests) and they have abdicated their responsibility to be critical, in my opinion an essential component of art, in both its making and its experience. The artist cannot even take responsibility for the making of the work since it is actually made by another “artist” (who is nonetheless the very same person), one they simply embody. This gives them the leisure to be embraced and celebrated, while making what would otherwise be absolutely irrelevant, meaningless and inacceptable stuff, in any other context. Art with no content and even less concept, art that is all about context and exclusively context. There is nothing left otherwise, it is naked. 
Such artists are not even emperors with no clothes. They are usurpers. A culture always gets the artists, the emperors and the usurpers it deserves.
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