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CHARLES BERNSTEIN 

... It is the part-object 
freaked with shadow & trading our body-
bits at a loss. . . . Can this be how we inflate 
our meaning presence from our demeaned lives 
caressing the part-payments? 

--John Wilkinson, Proud Flesh 

It may be that art criticism is always in a crisis; surely it is in one 
now, principally on account of its refusal, for the most part, to confront the 
r(e)adicallimitations of its project. 

Of course, "art criticism" cannot be treated as a single entity; it 
should, however, suffice to diagnose such magazines as Art in America, Art 
News, and Artforum to make apparent what therapy is needed. The 
international importance of these magazines in setting the agenda for 
discussions and evaluations of contemporary visual art should not be 
underestimated; and it is worthwhile belaboring the point that these 
magazines are almost wholly absorbed in the process of promotion and 
inflation of the art market that informs every aspect of their editorial content. 
This is not to say that no useful or worthwhile articles appear in these 
contexts; indeed, the problem is less the fault of individual art writers, or 
even art critics bunched as a group, than it is the fault of the editorial 
policies that institutionalize interpretative practices. 

The crisis of art criticism is a crisis of representation. For despite 
the sophisticated perspectives on representational dynamics that engage 
painters and other visual and verbal artists, the editors and publishers of the 
major art magazines have rarely allowed any comparable level of complexity 
into the writing they choose to print. Indeed, the discourse of magazine art 
criticism is largely carried out in a naively "realist" style of syntax and 
narration, whether the "content" of such criticism is the "deconstruction" of 
"logocentric" art or the glamorization of the art (or shoe) collection of Mary 
"Imelda" Boone. 

Certainly, the neo-Marxist claims for "postmodernism" that 
occasionally adorn the pages of the art magazines are not convincing. The 
role of criticism in such venues is to decorate, in the sense of providing 
verbal ornamentation to, the graphics: the "copy" breaks up the procession 
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of images-cum-gallery logos that are the logocentric ("simulated") heartbeat 
of each issue. Consider An in America's grotesque forum (June, 1986) on 
museum "blockbusters" (it's not incidental that this tenn once had currency 
in reference to an unscrupulous realty practice that created business for 
speculators by undennining neighborhood real estate values? most 
negative of the articles in the forum was about Hans Haacke s 
corporate art funding, yet made no reference to the fact that the artIcle s 
"perspective" was being used to legitimize the magazine's 
approach to issues. The author's exclusive, static focus on corporatIOns 
obscured and thus defused the role that the article itself, published in the 
context of an art magazine that is subservient to the financial interests of the 
major commercial art galleries, was at the very moment .playing to bolster 
the apparatus it claimed to be debunking. It should be rudimentary. to 
"oppositional" art criticism to assess who or what is served by the partIcular 
discursive fonns and contexts of publication in which it appears, and by 
extension to confront the organization of the art world, particularly 
the gallery systems (commercial, multinational, "alternative."); 
in contrast, most "oppositional" magazine criticism relfies Its own practIce 
by suppressing these social dynamics and its own in 
them. This goes beyond biting the hand that feeds; more like, feedmg the 
hand that bites. 

Within the pages of the officializing art magazines, both mainstream 
descriptive reviews and poststructuralist commentary serve same 
function: the valorization of certain artists and trends over and agamst other 
(generally unnamed) aesthetic tendencies. The or 
"representational" discourses of art criticism--all the more when 
they can project an increasingly sophisticated arsenal of 
-univocally serve as a mechanism Qf discrimination. Once this mecharusn: IS 
operative--formulaic reduction of the issues, exclUSIOn 
based on the fonnula, implicit hierarchization of the mcluded--the content 
of the particular discrimination is secondary and in some senses arbitrary. 
This is why it often seems as if the art work "represented" by magazine 
criticism is of secondary importance: it is. 

There is no simple method by which wntmg can adequately 
represent painting and other visual works. At base, verbal language 
visual language interpenetrate synaesthetically. Nonetheless, for practIcal 
purposes, the gap between the verbal and the visual an almost 
insurmountable problem of translation. Of course, there IS a long and 
distinguished history of visual and verbal artists and philosophers who have 
found remarkable and suggestive ways of addressing this problem. Some 
of the "classic" twentieth century works that remain relevant include 
Kandinsky's Concerning the Spiritual in Art and Sounds, Moholy-Nagy's 
Vision in Motion, Stein's portraits of Matisse and Picasso, and such 
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philosophical essays as Merleau-Ponty's "Cezanne's Doubt". More 
recently, to name a well-known representative few from a larger mosaic, 
there are the imaginative collage/essays in The Collected Writing ill Robert 
Smithson, John Berger's ways of informing in Ways of Seeing and The 
Sense of Sight, Lucy Lippard's considerations of scale in Overlay (a sharp 
contrast to the fonnal blandness of her newspaper reviews), David Antin's 
"talk" pieces, and Madeline Gins's and Arakawa's fundamental rethinking 
of how to write about the visual arts in the The Mechanism ill Meanin g. 
Regardless of how "positively" these works are sometimes regarded or 
esteemed, from the viewpoint of art magazine editors and publishers they 
apparently appear iconoclastic or, worse, "creative" and thus are not taken 
seriously as methodological models for current art critical writing. 

In contrast, normatively descriptive writing styles, such as those 
mandated by the major art journals, are not promising approaches to this 
problem. Art in America is reported to require aggressively "nonnalizing" 
copyediting of the sort unacceptable to writers who do not take style and 
tone as negligible or expendable ("we'll take the painting but we're going to 
change the background color and the title and then we'll. . . "). The 
sobriety .and tonal deadliness of many of October's original English-
language articles stands in stark contrast to the verbal energy of its many 
historical and contemporary translations; since the journal is evidently 
published in the U.S. this is beyond odd--but American scholarly journals 
are notorious for accepting a level of verbal invention from abroad that they 
will not broach at home. 

I think the failure to engage the issue of the translation of the visual 
to the verbal (which has been exacerbated by the undigested incorporation 
of ever new "verbal" formulations into the art critical context), together with 
the banishment of self-reflection on the interest component of the adopted 
mode of art critical discourse, combine to exclude from consideration much 
of the visual art now being created. Since I share an interest in many of the 
philosophical arguments imported into current art criticism, I am acutely 
aware that these ideas are too often used as a prophylactic against visual 
thinking rather than as a means to better engage it. Arguments about the 
"essential" codicity of art run a high risk of banality; too often they expose a 
paranoia about meaning--a pervasive suspiciousness that concludes, from 
the quite necessary questioning of authoritarian and restricted forms of 
meaning, that ill! meaning is impossible. Such radical skepticism, lived in 
the fullness of its implications, would drive one to madness or to an almost 
unendurable pitch of intensity. As it is, saying such things in the world of 
art criticism seems merely a cause for tepid celebration of the trace, of 
simulation, of the coincidence of market forces and fashion that buttress 
works painted under this Sign. This is not so much intellectual dishonesty 
as aesthetic shallowness. 
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Indeed, the valorization of simulation is the credo of shallowness. It 
represents an effort to sever the internal investigation of visual meaning 
from the agenda of the visual arts. This process has entailed, frrst, the 
attempt to marginalize or discredit painting since its practices continue to 
resist the Condemnation by Eminent Domain of the Empty Signifier; and 
second, the replacement of paintings occupied with creating visual meaning 
in new forms with works that Represent the Codicity of the Sign. 
Understood in this way, the critical reception of both David Salle and Peter 
Halley can be seen as part of the same process--a process fueled by such 
relatively circumspect essays as Hal Foster's Art in America cover story. 
"Signs Taken for Wonders" (also appearing in the June, 1986 issue). I 
focus on Foster's article because it represents a more striking critical trend 
than the scores of even more routine reviews and commentaries that are as 
untroubled by the methodological problems of their writing project as they 
are about the political problems within the art environment they form a part 
of. In addition, Foster is not only a frequent contributor to An in America 
but also one of its three senior editors, and his work has appeared in a 
number of other influential contexts, including October. 

Foster usefully reiterates that the "new abstraction" as advocated by, 
for example, Halley, may be understood as a "passive", antihistorical 
"pessimism" (I would say, cynicism); Foster even goes on to note, in 

that the simulation that this art is said to foreground is a powerful 
tool for social control in our society. Nonetheless, the effect of Foster's 
"critical" article is undoubtedly to put an official stamp of approval on these 
painters and their approach; his hedged reservations are in every sense 
passing, situating themselves like disclaimers printed in small type on the 
warranty card that comes with a new consumer product. I have already 
pointed to several reasons for this: the house style of An in America reduces 
its contributions to little more than promotional copy, even if, as here, an 
individual article seems to contradict this; the layout of the article, which is 
dominated by large color reproductions (creating a visual continuum with 
the gallery ads elsewhere in the issue) and "call outs"/headlines that range 
from ambiguously titillating questions to apparent endorsements. There are 
other problems too: Foster's fundamental suspicion of painting, as such, 
tends to merge with the simulated concerns of his subjects. Finally, 
Foster's conclusion--which is buried in "back of the book" out of the sight 
and mind of most readers--can most kindly be described as evasive: to say, 
as he does, that the "processes of capital" are the "real subject" of the "new 
abstract painting" is to utter a truism of post structuralist Marxism that could 
be applied to am: cultural production; this underlines the fact that Foster is 
less interested in particularizing how paintings investigate visually 
conceived issues in a visual language than he is in making a general, 
verbally dominant cultural critique. Foster's eagerness to expose the 
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complicity of artworks in the capitalist system appears hollow in the light of 
his own complicity, through institutional affiliation and 
choice of discursive style, in what he purports to condemn. 

Of necessity, there is more to contemporary visual art than can be 
reported in the terms now dominant in postmodern critical discourse. For 
there is an abundance of work that resists description as "digitalized" codes 
whose only function is to unmask and expose in their semiotic (catatonic?) 
indeterminancy: work that, in contrast, labors to deepen the visual 
articulation of alternatives to predetermined or self-effacing styles of 
representation and conventional figuration. The most urgent task for critical 
writing at this time is to explore what is instantiated rather than what is 
commented QD.--and in so doing to reject the reduction of the artwork to 
arbitrary markers that distance everything and inhabit nothing. What needs 
to be articulated is how works of visual art may resubstantiate rather than 
evacuate: how they mine the visual field for new spaces and new 
configurations that measure the imaginary in order to make it visible. 
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