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FORUM - 1989 

We asked a diverse group of artists and critics for their responses to the following 
questions: 

Do you feel that contemporary art discourse has neglected or repressed any art is
sues, aesthetic, political issues, ways of working, or specific bodies of work of par
ticular concern to you? What are the visual art works and/or ideas that compell 
your interest and that you feel should be attended to now? 

Emma Amos 

Contemporary art discourse does not KNOW or RECOGNIZE half of what 
my eyes see. With few exceptions its concerns are for the money, fame, power, and 
publicity value of a few pale and trousered individuals. KNOWING - meaning 
education, and RECOGNIZING - meaning editorial and curatorial scholarship 
are powerfully lacking. When an ordering of all the serious art is needed - how 
the work was made, by whom and why - by a real non-stereotyping, unbiased, 
non-gender-based art history, how strange will seem many of the books, 
catalogues, articles, and other writings of the past few decades. 

Living in New York City and regularly reading about, communicating with, 
and traveling to see friends and exhibitions on the North, East, and West Coasts, 
and in the Middle West, South West, and my ex-home in the South, I try to keep 
in touch with the art and artists of a world that is far different from what I read 
about in the slick art magazines or newspaper reviews. 

My particular interests are in the work of artists who live without the gain 
and fame for which careerism grooms many of us. As an African American artist I 
know first-hand the numbers of exciting works that do not get their share of view
ing or critical writing. I work on Heresies magazine, with its amazing outpouring 
of art, photography, poetry, essays, and fiction by women all over the country. I 
show with Coast to Coast, the "Women of Color National Artist's Project," put 
together by Faith Ringgold and Clarissa Sleigh, among others. I have seen the im
pact of the traveling show "Autobiography, In Her Own Image," which includes 
art by Vivian Browne, Margo Machida, Kay Walking Stick, Marina Gutierrez, 
Adrian Piper, Asiba Tupahache, and others, curated by Howardena Pindell. "B~ 
yond Survival," a show of multi-ethnic women artists curated by Sandra Langer 
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at the NY Feminist Art Institute and the soon-to-travel "100 Drawings by 
Women," curated by Judith Collischan Van Wagner of Long Island University 
promise to focus and explore in a similar fashion. 

It is possible for critics, curators, and art historians to find cores of art acti
vity to study and write about that far surpass the tiresome search for "the new." 
It's "The New" that now cynically repackages (appropriates) old art and com
mercial icons with a smirk. "If You Lived Here," curated by Martha RosIer at the 
DIA Art Foundation, shows the work of many artists who are concerned with the 
problems of homelessness, real estate, and greed. The Bronx Museum, Jersey City 
Museum, Newark Museum, and Studio Museum of Harlem regularly support cura
tors who explore and take chances. I applaud the scholarship and sleuthing of Tom 
Finklepearl and curators for turning up the incredible South Carolina "Outsider" 
artists at The Clocktower in 1988. The Spring 1989 INTAR Gallery show, 
"Another Face of the Diamond: Pathways Through the Black Atlantic South," in
troduced art that was reviewed by John Perreault in the Village Voice as containing 
"the spiritual center of artmaking." I felt the same joy when I viewed the mar
velous slide collection complete with lists of American women artists of color com
piled by Moira Roth and associates at Mills College, in California. 

The work of Asian, African, and Native American artists thrives and sur
vives despite a lack of knowing and recognizing. The work of artists in other parts 
of the country survives similarly. I believe that it is important for us to know 
these artists because we live in an open society, not a province of tradition and 
stolen statues, or a vast desert. We live in a nation with few internal barriers ex
cept for racism, sexism, and major-art-centerism. If the discourse will open up to 
include what I know is out there (and the "more" that I don't know yet) we would 
all gain. At the least, artists would be bolstered by the example of the many who 
survive using the magical compulsion to WORK, without the goal of fame or gain. 

Cay Bahnmiller 
Keeps me working, the transparent spring of the asphodels, the lineage of Ger
man philosophical investigation. From the Eleactics, in that lean to with leaden 
walls. Mute prairie. When Gadamer gets to the part of Hegel's dialectical inver
sion, that is how my city begins. Confirmation through striation, define fleur de 
lis. The biography of Nature replete, I cast iron at my sill salt. Mt. Fuji and below 
there are canoes, ponderosa pine. The Dutch house and its Argentine memory. 
Swan dive in Dresden. That first reading of Dos Passos, conestoga cradle adze, 
fall into the dark in the Georg Luks, so much talk about what's for supper. That 
gets me to the calico joke and she-wolf roman bronze upturned. Just about 
everything Emerson, how the unintentional becomes. Dickinson's cabinetry filled 
up. As if corral was discourse, great blue heron dream, broken beach. Cather. 
Bloch's carpet music approach. Cottages all over this city, I keep thinking about 
Corbusier's emphatic light and generator of the idea. Becomes diction for memory. 
I save all souvenirs from field trips. 
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Lillian Ball 

Recently, I find myself searching for more evidence of the artist's hand/body 
when looking at art. Touch is one of the last remnants of the human, as opposed to 
the technological, still available for development in contemporary art. Unfortunate
ly the term "touch" has been much maligned and the concept is often executed in a 
traditional manner. Many artists handle materials in old-fashioned ways, express
ing familiar emotions. Those with a more challenging attitude take unpredictable 
risks and push toward an original vision. Touch can mean a vestige of bodily con
tact with the work or an immediate physical reflection of the making. No longer 
simply a device for manipulating expression, it can be an integral part of the indivi
dual vocabulary. 

Work does surface that embodies this interpretation of the term, even when 
contrary to current discourse. The issue is frequently affected by historical prece
dent. Minimalism was taken in a divergent direction by the process-oriented artists. 
Eva Hesse had an extraordinary sense of touch in even her most austere pieces. She 
was connected to the procedure of making in a way that was unabashed and direct. 
The few recent exhibitions of Hesse's sculpture show how relevant her work is to
day. Bill Barrette (an artist and former assistant) has put together a handsome 
catalogue raisonne offering new insight into her intentions and methods. Work in 
several younger artists' studios reflects her strong influence but is slow to be 
shown. Would things have evolved differently if Hesse had lived and continued to 
work? 

It is an especially promising time for sculpture, boundaries are expanding. 
For instance, Martin Puryear's best work is handmade and primal yet strikingly in
ventive. He has only recently gotten the attention he deserves. The emergence in 
this country of work by British sculptors such as Richard Deacon and Alison Wild
ing shows an obsession with production. Touch can be demonstrated by something 
as industrial as rivets used excessively. In their forceful sculpture, all that riveting 
seems to support a labor-intensive statement about our overbuilt world. Tech
nology can be resisted and embraced to maintain a dialogue with human experience. 
Physical contact and technology are not mutually exclusive. Certain approaches 
thrive on the interaction between the two. There is a clear opening now for more 
work which reinterprets touch and making as aspects of content. 

Susan Bee 
NO PRESSURE 

You'll pardon all the questions, sir. Ask and listen, listen and ask. 
That 's all we've got to work with. - Columbo 

What is politic and what is not? What is hidden and what revealed? What is lost 
and what is found? What is buried and what is exhumed? What is visible and 
what is invisible? What is cherished and what is reviled? What has value and 
what has none? 
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Self vs Other; In vs Out; Marginal vs Mainstream; Surface vs Depth; 
Virtue Vl' Power; Pleasure vs Profit; Old vs New. 

Is it transparent or is it opaque? 
Is it artificial or is it natural? 
Is it abstract or is it real? 

What will lead and what will follow? 

What is taught and what is sold? 
Does right fight wrong? 
Has naive met slick? 
Does sentiment cancel romance? 
Is it boring or is it fun? 

Is it a construct? Will it be built? 
Is it arbitrary or is it authority? 
Is it obscure or is it crystal clear? 
Is it false or is it true? 
Is it open or is it closed? 

A question of authenticity: mine or yours. 

Excerpt from a letter from Rome 

Nancy Bowen 

I am annoyed by this holier-than-thou attitude of the "social constructivists" 
(how's that for a new term) (we can be "biological deconstructivists" or 
"deconstructed biologists"). I must say it's great to be out of the fray, to be in a 
country where the word "artisanal" isn't greeted with haughty raised eyebrows. 
Last week I saw the Ludovisi Throne (Museo Nationale Romana): Aphrodite being 
raised out of the sea by two nymphs. Sublime. For centuries now, we have been 
grappling with basic issues of the spirit and of the body in a way which reflected the 
culture's visual sophistication (or lack thereof). We are born of matter, we move in 
spirit, it seems so utterly natural and logical to continue the discussion in clay, in 
paint. The urge which prompted some ancient Greek to carve a statue of Aphrodite 
is still with us. Or better, to make a monument of mud, a tomb underground. It's 
part of the same chain. You can't convince me that any amount of theory will eradi
cate those urges, or prove to be their better in the long run. 

Arthur C. Danto 

I have scratched my head over your question, and in the end come to the view that I 
can think of nothing that fits the bill: everything is noticed. Perhaps some things 
more than they should be, and some less, but in the end attention is paid 
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Robert Feintuch 

But if one wishes to keep the relation of language to vision open, if one wishes to treat their 
incompatibility as a starting point for speech . .. then one must erase those proper names 
and preserve the infinity of the task. - Michel Foucault, "Las Meninas" 

A great deal of recent critical writing about painting employs theories of 
meaning that give precedence to language as a model. European writers, using a 
semiotic approach to paintings, have created a discourse about the interde
pendence of culture and meaning that has cast new light on painting in general. 

Several of these writers acknowledge that in the relationship between lan
guage and painting, language is inadequate (Kristeva) or unequivalent (Foucault). 
As a result their writing on paintings is polemical but subtle, often ambiguous, 
and disinterested in being right, if being right entails consistency or a unified 
viewpoint. 

As these polemical, nuanced, speculative, and often anti-authoritarian 
arguments find their way into the magazines they get reduced. It is probably a re
sult of the demands of the marketplace that as these arguments disseminate, they 
gel, get mastered, become a way of mastering, and often end up being applied in 
an ideological fashion. I'm using the world ideological for its implication of doc
trine here, and also when I say that it seems to me what we believe now is that by 
applying ideologies to paintings, we expose the ideology hidden in paintings, 
which mirrors that hidden in the world. Artists and writers alike have put on bino
culars to obtain the distance (from the experience and ambiguity of lived life) that 
is necessary in order to be ideologically correct when examining the lens (of cul
ture) through which we look at painting. If we manage to see ourselves in the mir
ror at all, we see ourselves from a great distance, and (if thought resides in the 
head) from the neck up. 

I am interested in this idea of the painting as mirror, but I can't help but 
wonder what of the reflection is obscured by all this distance? What needs of ours 
are served by seeing culture as a barrier between us and our own reflections? Does 
the mastery ideology allows accurately reflect our experience of the world? Do 
paintings really mirror discourse? What happens then (as even the youngest 
among us have probably seen) when discourses fall away? 

Paintings, in their physicality, are more ambiguous than language. What 
does the ambiguity of physicality allow? Ideology's second definition - "the 
theory that all ideas arise from sensations" might be useful here, giving us a way 
to respond equally to the intellectual and the sensuous presence of painting. For 
surely in their physical presence, facing us, paintings address the body as well as 
the head; the fluid interplay between sensation, thought and emotion. 

Recent neurophysiological research has located a process in the brain of 
mapping and remapping that makes it clear that memory and perception, though 
formed in society, are fluid and rooted in experience. Memory and perception are 
categorizations and recategorizations that occur in response to sensation and mo
tion. Ideology, with its dependence on language and its fixed categorizations, dis
allows a wide range of experience because that experience doesn't fit easily into 
language. What about sensation? What about the pleasure and disappointment of 
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sensation? What about the erotic pleasures paintings offer? What about emotion? 
Do emotions have sensations? Do thoughts have emotions? Do thoughts have 
sensations? What about the ambiguous interactions of sensations, thoughts, and 
emotions? When painting offers us the chance to respond fully to the fluid, am
biguous experiences of sensation, thought and emotion doesn't it offer us a more 
complex, fuller image of ourselves? 

Sharon Gold 

I have always been interested in the relationship between a work of art and 
its beholder; what is intended to be understood and what is finally experienced. 
(The beholder is anyone other than myself.) Perhaps the most commonly shared 
expectation, even cliche, is that a work of art should provide aesthetic pleasure, a 
notion which developed in the 18th century and was defined by that century's 
ideals and standards. While most art historians, theorists, and artists would not 
agree on a single definition of 18th-century aesthetic pleasure, it continues to be 
(perhaps unconsciously) an essential ingredient in a work of art. This lack of agree
ment developed further as a result of the shift to the modernist notion that a work 
of art is the product of the artist's consciousness and therefore, an independent 
object-in-the-world. Many artists moved away from the convention of creating 
works of art as pleasure-providers to this other, more private, self-absorbed agen
da. But we can now see, this too becomes a form of aesthetic pleasure, but one 
that differs from the 18th-century models. Since the artist's and beholder's experi
ences and expectations are not based on commonality, what then is possible in the 
experiencing of beholding? The separate interests of the artist and beholder call 
into question the basis of intentionality. 

Until recently I held the view that artistic intention must be understood for 
a work of art to be truly experienced and successful. Perhaps the conclusion I 
must come to is that intent as a value and consequence of the artist's direct expe
riences (incorporated into a work of art) is not knowable, or even interesting as an 
aspect of beholding a work of art. From the beholder's point of view, it is not pos
sible to know intent because of the discrepancy of expectations. From my point of 
view, misinterpretation is inevitable unless the beholder divests hislher ego for 
that of the artist's. Consequently, intent should not be the myopic insistence or 
expectation of the artist to dominate the beholder. 

I continue to consider intent to be of profound significance, but as a private 
agenda of the artist. It is perhaps a given, that in the process of experiencing or 
beholding a work of art intent will be misinterpreted. This may be a more propi
tious paradigm for the transference of meaning and experience to the beholder, 
particularly if one characterizes misinterpretation as something other than the 
failure of "getting" the pictorial message. I do not see the embracing of inten
tional fallacy as an apology; but as a way of transferring the meaning of a work of 
art to the beholder. 

This has therefore become a salient point in my work, that of addressing 
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the schism between a beholder's expectation and direct experience. My work ad
dresses the associations (existential experience) which the beholder brings to the 
work rather than set them aside. In fact, the images I use purposefully inculcate 
those associations without specifically bringing a narrative to my paintings. My 
work "exists" in the world, not as a historical retread or decorative surface, but as 
a reflection of the beholder and beheld. If any "personal symbols" exist, they are 
perceived anew with each work and each viewer. However, I am not interested in 
disenfranchising my work from art history or common images. It exists within 
the contemporary moment, the result of my questioning and private intent, and 
as a reflection of the beholder's self-imaging and world-view. 

Dan Graham 

The issue of art and design, especially works in this area from the '60s by 
Pop artists are never taken into account. Specific examples are: Warhol's silver 
pillows and his book designs and his 'cow' wallpaper; Chamberlain's raw foam 
rubber couches and in particular, those couches he designed for exhibitions which 
combined TV monitors with the furniture. Included in this category are exhibition 
designs by artists, for instance Judith Barry and Ken Sayler's design for the 
"McLaren" exhibition at the New Museum, my "Design for a Space Showing 
Video-tapes" and my design for a Loie Fuller pavilion. The issue of artist's design 
of private, domestic, or corporate space is present in the work of many of the best 
artists, but never discussed. Similarly video and films by artists as diverse as 
Lawrence Weiner, Ed Ruscha, Bruce Nauman, myself, Judith Barry, Gordon 
Matta-Clark, and many others are never publically acknowledged. Social, political 
film, or video by artists such as Darcy Lange has lapsed into a sub-sub category of 
"Video" Art. The relation of landscape painting tradition to recent projects by ar
tists as diverse as Barbara Kruger and Dara Birnbaum in ecological and land use 
urban planning in connection with landscape architects has been totally ignored 
in favor of platitudes about "public art." It seems critics have forgotten the his
torical connection between landscape painting, political questions, and art in re
lation to the city and museum. It is interesting that a filmmaker, Peter Grenn
away, can raise these 'historical' issues in his films, but artists and critics are un
able to grasp neither the connection with art of the past or the relation between 
this art's political background and their own situation. "Ecology" seems detach
ed from historical landscape painting and design. 

I am interested in the artworks of Dara Birnbaum, Judith Barry, John 
Knight, Jeff Wall, Rodney Graham, Darcy Lange, Barbara Ess, Ludger Gertes, 
Edward Allington, Dennis Adams and many others. 
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1st QUESTION: 
NEGLECTED AND REPRESSED SUBJECTS: 

• Art History 
Including studies of minor greats 

• Collaboration (in a studio-context) 
Increase interest, more understanding 
Credit to all participants, studio assistants 

• Anatomical Studies 
Figures 
Animals 
Botanical 

Adding: Increase in teaching coordination of working from 
observation in order to develop ability to express 
anything one wants without technical handicaps 

• Sexual Subjects / Still Censorable 

• Overcoming Gallery Rejections 
More open discourse / help between artists 

Mimi Gross 

• Open professional criticism at galleries which students can join 

2nd QUESTION: 
(SOME) SUBJECTS WHICH COMPEL ME: 

• Serious Study of Art History 
Composition 
Painting and drawing technique 
Qualities of continuity between centuries/cultures/generations 
Integration of painting/sculpture/architecture 

• More integration/cooperation/collaboration between art fields 
Architecture!Painting/Sculpture!PerformancelLiterature/Music!DanceNideo 

Marcia Hafi! 

My particular concern has been the abstract painting of this century. It in
terests me to look at (when it is good), I enjoy being involved in making it, I occa
sionally write about it, and I know a lot of artists who are currently working with 
it. To narrow the subject further I am interested in monochrome or reductive ab
straction and I would like to see the dialogue around this expanded in the gal
leries, in verbal discussion, and in the magazines. 

What is hinted at everywhere but rarely directly addressed is the nar
rowness of the art machine. What is shown in galleries and is bought by collectors 
is also shown in museums and written about in magazines in such strict connec
tion that personal interest is everywhere evident. That together with corporate 
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rather than publidprivate backing puts exhibition on a marketing basis and what 
we see is work to interest the most with the newest. 

Abstraction runs long term and is not going to be that easily appreciated. 
It feels a little useless to complain about this since what is, is. Who is going to 
give me satisfaction. I just see that many good painters have a hard time continu
ing, as they are little noticed, while the market plays with gigantic sums for its 
own amusement picking up and dropping "names" with impunity. 

If museums could produce exhibitions more independent of the galleries, 
collectors and corporations, and more writers would make their own choices of 
where to focus attention, and magazines could forget who is advertising there 
would be a basis for the dialogue I miss. This political/economidesthetic question 
is not being attended to in the press. 

Susanna Heller 

Let's stop talking and open our eyes! 
I wish to promote looking. Looking with more patience and more time 

spent in more silence. Experiencing a painting is contemplative, solitary, and very 
slow. It develops inside a viewer in a private, highly charged, and sensual world of 
memory and re-experience. It is potentially namable but certainly not consumable. 

The power of art is that it has the flaws of a thing which exists in nature. 
An artwork's perfection is in its uniqueness, in its flawed being. This quality 
eludes packaging and categorization. It is an everyday thing. 

I have found that art talk promotes categorization and consumption, which 
influences artists to make unflawed, more consumable, less genuine work. There
fore I find myself less and less curious to follow the art discourse. 

Lenore Malen 

AGAINST INTERPRETATION 1989 

In her 1964 article, "Against Interpretation," Susan Sontag lamented that 
"the modem style of interpretation excavates, and as it excavates, destroys; it 
digs "behind" the text to find a sub-text ... " A case could be made that the sub
text of the 80s has been post-structuralism, and, while it is a brilliant social 
theory, I think it has cast a pall on art. What it seems to be saying is that meaning 
is fluid, "texts" have no fixed content, subjectivity is socially constructed, and 
that there is no essence at the heart of the individual. The conclusion to be drawn 
from this theory is that the artist, too, is unable to impart a personal and enduring 
meaning to his or her production. It's not surprising that in this climate post
modernism, with its arbitrary appropriations, and its distancing of style from Con
tent, has flourished. 
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What I have missed deeply from the "discourse" of the 1980s is an interest 
in art that comes out of personal experience - out of the irrational, the poetic, the 
emotive, the intimate, the personally transgressive, and the personally tragic. 

For me art consists of images - which are impure - which borrow from ex
tra-artistic sources, but which ultimately are transformed to an irreducible visual 
language that is independent of literary ideas. Let's liberate ourselves from mean
ingless discourse. "In place of a hermeneutics, we need an erotics of art." 

Diane Neumaier 

Ignoring the conditions of our own art production is, in part, a result of 
Reago-Busho-Quailo-nomic unentitlement. As if we are well-endowed benefactors, 
we artists are expected to finance the production, display, and distribution of our 
work, not to mention, to donate our time. As artists, we are in intense competition 
with each other for every aspect of survival. As if it were the law of nature, the ro
mantic myth of the bohemian starving in the garret has tricked many of us artists 
into unproductive submission. While a few artists are featured in prominent dis
play showcases, many others submit to insulting submission fees competing for 
scarce space in juried exhibitions. While a small constellation of stars get rich, or 
at least are afforded enough support to produce more work, the majority of artists 
and would-be artists, waiting to be discovered, jealously, gloomily, darken the 
sky, making the stars seem even brighter. Meanwhile, as the cost of producing 
artworks soars, a current traveling exhibition by one of today's hottest super
stars features picture frames that each probably cost as much as the production of 
an entire exhibition by most unknown artists. Ultimately, only the interests of a 
high-priced art market are protected. 

How can this situation possibly harbor healthy art production? Why is 
there so little united effort to resist these repressive conditions? Why don't we es
tablish a distribution forum that would promote lots of previously unshown, 
cheap-to-produce art by lots of known and unknown artists, facilitating, by means 
of encouragement, the production of new work? 

Antique 
inner 

history 
studio 

home 

Modernist 
honor 

"within is without" 

Rebecca Quaytman 

Avant-Garde 
outer 

exhibition 
politics 

school 

seeing is different than receiving 
Paintings 
have a way of not 
communicating meaning 
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Paintings 
have a way of not 

commodifying meaning 

Arlene Raven 

Contemporary art discourse on the subjects of gender and politics - or, in fact, 
any content issues in art - has taken a turn in the past decade that has focused in 
on some aspects but left a good part of the discussion (begun most recently in the 
1960s) aside. What is authentic human identity in society today? What is the rela
tionship between the real lives of people and their art? How do modes of expres
sion shape meaning now? These are unanswered questions. 

David Reed 

I'd like to recommend Ann Gibson's essay, "The Rhetoric of Abstract Ex
pressionism," in the catalogue, Abstract Expressionism, The Critical Develop
ments, from a show at the Albright-Knox in Buffalo - especially the last section 
on "allegorical" painting, and also her essay, "Retracing Original Intentions _ 
Barnett Newman and Tiger's Eye, "in the Winter 1988 Art International. She and 
other art historians are taking another look at abstract expressionist artists and 
finding distinctions and developments which were not adequately addressed by 
criticism of the time. 

In 1984, Lawrence Luhring and I curated a show at the Studio School in 
New York of the work of Forrest Bess, Alfred Jensen, and Myron Stout. We felt 
that these were major, neglected artists of the same generation. They are still neg
lected although, thanks to John Yau and to Donald McKinney and HirschI & Ad
ler Modem Gallery, there is now a major Bess show at the Ludwig Museum in 
Cologne, West Germany. 

. . In February 1989, there was a show at Washburn Gallery of extraordinary 
pamtmgs from the late 50s by Ronald Bladen, who is primarily known as a sculp
tor. Nothing is taken for granted in these paintings. What is it to make a mark? 
~hat is it to make a sequence of marks? Questioning makes the form of the paint
mgs. Usually materiality emphasizes the surface and destroys a kind of color 
space that can happen. These paintings are as physical as any made, but the color 
sings. The thickness is not about concealing but revealing. The paintings seem 
turned inside out, as if we're seeing them from behind. The boundaries are also not 
taken. for granted, while one form runs parallel to the edge another doesn't; 
orgaruc forms are cropped, the paintings seem to extend laterally past certain 
edges. They seem both a magnification of something very small and a fragment of 
something huge. 
. I find it amazing that Bladen's paintings were overlooked when they were 

first shown. And I wonder what was wrong with the critical atmosphere that al
lowed this to happen. How could the innovations and poetic qualities of these 
paintings not be recognized? Their rediscovery, stored in Bladen's studio after his 
death, gives us a second chance to see and learn from them. But it scares me and 
angers me that these paintings, our legacy, might have been lost. We can't count 
on this second chance. 
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Meyer Raphael Rubinstein 

The most glaring absence in the "art world" is the art of most of the world. 
We proceed as if no one outside of a handful of prosperous democracies in the 
West had ever put brush to canvas. While literature and, to a lesser degree, film 
are increasingly international in character, visual art remains stubbornly 
parochial. Museum curators, art dealers, editors, and critics ought to begin think
ing globally. We are beginning to see the barriers fall between East and West, the 
same ought to happen between North and South. 

On a more personal note, I'd like to see more attention given to postwar 
European painting, a period that has long been denigrated in America. I have in 
mind painters of the 1950s such as Capogrossi, Hartung, Manessier, Poliakoff, 
and Viera da Silva, but also early to mid-60s work by Gerard Deschamps, Alain 
Jacquet and Martial Raysse, and a Dutch artist named Wim T. Schippers whose 
assemblages of the 1960s anticipated Meyer Vaisman by some twenty years, not 
that that is any claim to greatness. What I'm trying to say is that there is plenty 
of undiscovered bulk on the European iceberg. But such historical explorations 
should not distract us from the more vital task of establishing contact with the 
other contemporary art worlds that must surely be out there, struggling to be 
born. After all, contrary to appearances, art is more than a luxury, isn't it? 

Mira Schor 

Having helped to formulate these questions, it can safely be inferred that I 
feel that some things have been repressed or neglected by contemporary art dis
course. I will elaborate on only one of the points of concern to me: the repressively 
hierarchic dichotomy between the production of imagery by women artists - in
terpreted by some critics as engaged in a fallacious biologism - and the re-pro
ductions of representations of women from media - emblematic of current 
theories which focus on the social construction of gender. 

A women's experience of her biological and hormonal morphology and a so
ciety's narrative of the female body are mutable, as anthropological and historical 
studies have made evident. The cross-cultural persistence and ubiquity of patriar
chial systems is equally established. Either way, the use of these biological ele
ments to rationalize the oppression of women calls for reevaluation of previously 
"universal" standards and hierarchies, not for the denial of women's personal ex
periences of their bodies. The validity of these experiences as a potential source 
material for art should not be denied, and yet as a subject of investigation by 
women artists this source was barely allowed into art discourse for about 8 or 10 
years, not much out of about 2500 years of Western discourse. 

"Post-feminist" theorists ' emphasis on "post-media" art practice, and their 
proscription from using the body in any manner other than appropriational and 
ironic may be seen to be a form of repression of production by women, and of fe
male representation. The undermining, in some deconstructionist and simulation
ist theories, of any possibility of representation, specifically represses the investi-
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gation of female representations; it is interesting to note that these ideas come on 
the heels of a decade of feminist activism. By virtue of its repression, representa
tion is feminized. And to digress only slightly, just as representations by women 
are only permissible if they are of and about representation, mediated by culture, 
so too paint and traditional sculpture media are only acceptable if they are 
mediated through a critical screen: paint can only be used as a representation of 
paint, not as a medium in and for itself. Mediation becomes the ten-foot pole with 
which not to touch traditional media and the body. 

Certain works by women are now seen as "correctly" subversive, and one 
may have some cause to be suspicious of any work that a critical establishment 
considers subversive. The critics who support Kruger, Sherman, Holzer, Lemieux, 
et al, have not published any hint that they credit other women artists with being 
engaged in an equally vigorous critique of art and ideology. They ignore same 
generation artists working on gender and sexuality in traditional media, often not 
widely shown, and even artists working in post-media but with a more activist 
bent. They leave such respected and successful artists as Nancy Spero and Ida 
Applebroog out of the canon-forming texts of the post-feminist avant garde. 
Spero and Applebroog's works are political and rely on the power of materiality. 
A caustic solution of sheer political female rage uses and dissolves the conven
tions of appropriation and ironic juxtaposition. What prevents inclusion of such 
work into the canon is that it deals with social constructiori of gender through the 
body and through direct handling of material. 

One can feel art history being written, and who may well be written out. A 
significant indicator is how much canon formation is still based on male forebears, 
even when contemporary women artists are involved. Works by women whose pa
ternity can be established (Duchamps, Beuys, Warhol) can safely be assimilated 
into art discourse. The mothers, and now they have names - Modersohn-Becker, 
Popova, Delaunay, Kollwitz, Stettheimer, Klint, Kahlo, Hesse, Bourgeois - can
not insure incorporation for their daughters (and they apparently have no sons, as 
far as the dominant discourse is concerned). That no one speaks of Kahlo's 
obsessive self-portraiture in relation to Sherman is only one example of art history 
by and for "the usual suspects." 

Art history has already erased a wealth of "early" feminist body imagery. 
Some of this work was quite raw; some of the work done in the name of feminism 
was very bad. I used to think that if I saw one more cored pear I 'd scream. Indeed 
work from this period has been marginalized by more than just mainstream art 
writers. Feminists too have participated in this omission/erasure/suppression. But 
one should point out that a lot of bad art gets done under every banner and rubric, 
and that a critique of the masculinist assumptions implicit in normative stan
dards was an important part of the feminist project at its inception. 

In the 1970s, "cunt" was a controversial battleground of feminist investi
gation and recuperation. Today, investigating woman as "lack" (another name 
given by a father for the same female body) is considered theoretically, politically, 
and artistically correct. Presenting woman as active political agent and as body 
has been marginalized. Disparaging labels have prevented a dialectic considera
tion of a diversity of interconnected ideas. 
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Perhaps it is time to catalog the body imagery of early feminism, which 
may at its best have truly transgressed phaliocentric norms. It is certainly time to 
question the repression of a major aspect of production by women in the name of 
feminism. It is time to question a system of interpretation and a critical hierarchy 
whose effect is inevitably impoverishment of our discourse about art. 

Pamela Shoemaker 

There is not enough attention being given to community-based and commu
nity-financed art work, particularly in the larger cities of the U.S. I am not re
ferring to what is commonly called "Public Art": not Serra's Tilted Arc. 

Community art exists as sculpture in neighborhood gardens, installations 
in subways, artists' billboards, mural painting everywhere. While Grace Glueck's 
7/22/88 New York Times column on murals was gratifying, an apologetic pre
fatory remark went, "Although murals may not be the highest form of art ... " 
Well, why not? Does a support of brick rather than canvas make a painting a 
"lower" form of art? Or is is that the work is not a viable art commodity? And all 
these artists are not chopped liver. How about Juan Sanchez, who painted a mural 
in Corona, Queens and won a Guggenheim in the same year. And how about such 
famous predecessors as Diego Rivera and Thomas Hart Benton (to name but a 
few). 

As Janet Heit, of Cityarts Workshop said, "You may talk about art work, 
but as soon as you attach the word community, all interest from any major art 
publication goes down the drain." Eva Cockroft, artist and founding member of 
the community-arts cooperative Artmakers Inc., notes that "political content and 
the fact that the work generates no advertising and is directed at a mass audience 
prevents this sort of art from getting attention in the more elite art press." Re
gardless of the experience or reputation of the artists making the work, such pro
jects are considered social-services or funky Broadway/quaint/folk/urban/wild
style dek-o-ration. 

The popular sop to all this bellyaching would be such artists as Tim Rollins 
+ K.O.S. or Group Material, both of whom have been discussed extensively in 
major art magazines. However it must be pointed out that Rollins + K.O.S. 
("Kids of Survival", the group of Bronx teenagers who work collaboratively with 
Rollins to produce elegant politicallliterary/referential paintings) have achieved 
substantial commercial success; and Group Material, who has organized neigh
borhood-oriented installations with social and political themes, are now to be seen 
at such heavily established venues as the Whitney, Documenta, and the Dia Art 
Foundation: one of their recent exhibitions addressed Baudrillard. These artists 
seem to be engaged more in an effort to bring the "real world" to the "art world" 
rather than the other way around, and in view of the hermetically-sealed (-off) na
ture of the latter, it becomes questionable whether such work can be considered in 
the light of any localized community relationship. 

In the world of commercial galleries, museums, and large-scale, arts-in-arch-
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itecture-type public art, there is both good work and bad work and plenty of the 
bad work gets discussed along with the good. I would like to see community
funded and -oriented art work regarded by the art press as an important genre of 
current art. Some of these works are being made by artists who may not be well 
known to them now, but may be in the future. The spotlight of critical opinion will 
serve to improve the quality of such projects - and to the great general public for 
whom this art is made, it matters. 

Harriet Shorr 

The art which engages me most is painting which expresses a direct re
sponse to experience; painting where gesture and color convey that response. I am 
moved by the evocation of a reality I recognize or the creation of one which does 
not exist outside the canvas. These realities are visual; they are experienced 
through light and color. Among the artists who make this kind of painting are 
Martha Diamond, Janet Fish, Rackstraw Downes, Brice Marden, Joseph San
tore, Joanna Poussette Dart, and myself. What these artists have in common is 
an attitude which asserts the sufficiency of a visual form to express their direct re
sponse to experience. It is a subjective, rather than an objective response to expe
rience. It is an attitude that transcends style, and perhaps for that reason it is not 
defined or discussed in contemporary art writing. The result is that although an 
art of sensation exists today it is more or less ignored. 

In some circles painting which is directly visual in its appeal is considered 
to have less meaning than art which uses visible signs to address, not the senses 
or the emotions, but the intellect. Signs are not forms. They are static and always 
mean the same thing. The color of a sign is about information, not sensation or ex
perience. Complex appeals to the intellect can best be made in words, not signs; 
through philosophy and the many varieties of prose that have well served the ex
pression of complex thought. Visual form is of equal complexity, but it is not sub
servient to a text. The complexity of appearances, and the complexity of what ap
pears, reveal reality. 

Some of the best writing about art has been done by artists, among them 
Donald Judd, Fairfield Porter, and poets, such as John Ashbery, Frank O'Hara, 
and Sanford Schwartz. These writers speak directly and subjectively in their own 
voices about the nature of the art and their own response to it. They do not at
tempt to objectify their opinions but speak directly out of their own experience. In 
talking about the painting which interests me I must also say that the kind of 
writing which best addresses it is really not part of the mainstream of art writing 
today. 

Weare told that the post-modern attitude has supplanted the modern. One 
of the central themes of modern art was subjectivity, engagement; a belief that 
the individual artist was capable of interpreting experience without tradition, 
God, or dogma. This inherently optimistic and confident stance made possible the 
major expressions of our century. What Proust and Pollock have in common is 
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their subjectivity and their belief in the essential value of the expression of indivi
dual consciousness. It is through the revelation of the artist 's consciousness that 
we came to recognize ourselves. Many of the attitudes of post-modem art-histori
cizing, appropriation, deconstruction, are to my mind a retreat from experience, in 
some sense a failure of nerve. 

The first grafitti I remember was the inscription "Kilroy was here. " Direct 
visual painting is like Kilroy. Through it the artist says: " I was here, it felt this 
way, it looked this way, I put it down this way." 

May Stevens 
MOURNING AND MILITANCY 

Emily Dickinson wrote: after great pain a formal feeling comes. After the 
rage and denial of mourning comes the need to measure the situation, to invent 
appropriate action, to mobilize. Like consciousness-raising, mourning needs to 
end in political action. 

The mourning I have done in my life has resulted in a desire to give voice to 
voices that were stilled. In One Plus Or Minus One, an installation at the New 
Museum of Contemporary Art in New York, February 1988, I made two giant 
murals to fill the main gallery. The Second International showed Rosa Luxem
burg alone among a group of mostly grey-bearded men at a World Socialist Con
ference. Eden Hotel showed a lone waitress serving the military men who mur
dered Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, her co-leader in the Spartacist 
movement . Between the historic moments depicted in the two murals, a great loss 
has occurred ... the brutal loss not only of Rosa Luxemburg's life, a life of many 
gifts and passionate moral commitment, but also her vision of social justice - one 
that has yet to be tried. 

In the image of celebration in the cafe of the Eden Hotel, Rosa is replaced 
by an unknown waitress, whose freedom to choose where she works, for whom she 
works, with what groups she is associated, is compromised by poverty, by class. 
Rosa Luxemburg fought for such a woman to be free to make other choices. And 
she fought for the soldiers who drink to her death to be free of military conscrip
tion in an imperialist war. The waitress's loss pivots on her complicity in the 
celebration of Rosa's death, a loss, a complicity we all know about in one form or 
another. 

Don't mourn, organize, says an old song. But to mourn is to seed and water 
the ground for growth - for the drive toward consummation action can bring -
and for the awareness of the stakes involved - the consequences of acting and not 
acting - the way the guilt and ache of mourning punish us if we do not act. 

After a loss, a deep mourning, we know how precarious is every drop that is 
left to us, how valuable every possibility to act, how it needs us and we need it. We 
also know we can never "get over" the mourning, never forget the loss, never fill 
in the gap. That we will go on mourning. 

Some of these ideas were discussed with Douglas Crimp. 
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Richard Tuttle 

Love, the way love is part, or not part, of the discourse, which may exclude 
love to be it self; with love in the discourse, you have something filled up, bloated, 
that has to be squeezed in under the door, but love without the discourse is not 
even subject, so you have to ask what is it you love, ask whether that is in the dis
course (at the moment); but it is easy to put things inside or outside - almost any
thing we love will be one time or another, inside or outside, to any of us, but the 
anger we feel (at times) is certainly with out (outside) the discourse. I prefer it to 
the sleeping sickness in the discourse. 

So you ask me what I love. I love the work of Philipp Otto Runge, the intel
ligence, the Romantic energy, seen almost in embryo - in one artist. The egg is 
fertilized, all the mystery of creation - the life and death of the Universe, all we 
will ever know about it - yet we do know Art. I wish we could have this moment 
forever, never a decline from it, that I could walk into a gallery and feel in the con
temporary what I feel in him. He is a creature of opposites, almost every quality 
you can locate has its opposite within the work. Sure, in all of history there have 
to be outstanding giants, relative to the contemporary, and he, it can be seen, pok
ed his head through the cloud cover of his own contemporary, but what I see is 
what I want, and you can say that that is outside the discourse, but I am angry to 
hear you say that. Maybe we all should poke our heads through the contemporary 
cloud cover, and call it "discourse." 

Or I could tell you I love Courbet. I love him because he was a genius, who 
didn't know what he was doing with an unerring sense of artistic intelligence -
amazing how that goes with the material of paint - it is not the pretty thing 
everyone tries to make it, obscuring the fact that paint is ugly, it's the truth, paint 
is the ugliest thing in the world there is, and making it stick! If Americans could 
understand this they might be good painters yet; but I love Courbet because he 
never forgot the invisible. It's not much, this tradition of respect for silence 
(Thoreau, et at), it's painting between the silence and sound, the visible and invisi
ble, the way Courbet did, that leads us to awareness. I want to shout blue-blazes 
against those who take us away from awareness of the particular to awareness of 
the general in the name of "art, " which they think is attractive, and love the anger 
in the discourse. 

Faith Wilding 

What I miss in the caca-phony of "art discourse" is silence. Or some real 
talk. Or the still, small voice. What I miss in the spectacle is seeing, and a "poor 
art. " What is a "poor art"? In Three Guineas Virginia Woolf describes a visionary 
"poor college": .... "The poor college must teach only the arts that can be taught 
cheaply and practiced by poor people ... It should teach the arts of human inter
course, the art of understanding other people's lives and minds . .. not to segregate 
and specialize, but to combine. It should explore the ways in which mind and body 
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can be made to cooperate; discover what new combinations make good wholes in 
human life . . . . " If we substitute "art" for "college," I think this would be a 
manageable set of goals for "poor" artists to be getting on with. What t?e poor ar
tist can and must afford is the highest striving for quality of handiwork and 
thought - and a passionate belief in the worth of this work. 

Galleries are showcases for finished objects. They rarely present the work
in-progress, thought-in-progress struggle. Mostly galleries show work which has 
been canonized, sanctified, validated by curators, dealers, collectors. The work 
must be saleable, must guarantee the gallery owner the $50,000 monthly over
head expense tab of keeping the polished oak doors open. Thus no room for the 
really interesting stuff, honest messes, working drawings, failed experiments, 
rough stuff (except in the context of major retrospectives of already hugely suc
cessful artists). The way many contemporary artists allow themselves to be pack
aged - package themselves - deprives us of being able to feel and touch the 

goods, to touch the heart of art. . . 
Money now is the heart of art. A difficult problem for us all to live WIth. 

People in the art world don't talk about money in a helpful way, but they always 
do talk about money. Money is more exciting - and intimidating - than art. Art 
talk these days is money talk, and money talks loud. So, no still, small voice. I.t is 
difficult to imagine talking about our work in fresh ways unless we wrestle first 
with the overwhelming oppression of money questions. In the 70s, for some brief 
moments, we were able to do just that. And change art discourse for ever (I think 
this is true despite temporary setbacks). 

What I mostly feel entering the whitewalled hotboxes where my footsteps 
bounce harshly off marble floors, is intimidated. And that this is no place for ~e, 
an artist, to be in. There are other models in the history of Western art for making, 
showing, seeing art. The effort of building a great cathedral, for example, involved 
the whole community in making a vast environmental work of art which belonged 
to all. (I am well aware of the oppressions of the catholic church, but I think the 
point holds anyway.) To the general gallery and museum experience in Ameri.ca, I 
contrast the memory of Chartres - Chartres in June, when the green com IS al
ready knee-deep in the fields around the cathedral. Yet it is so cold inside that you 
have to wear two sweaters. You enter by the great oak doors, between the long 
limestone statues of serene saints and queens with pigeons roosting in their hair. 
Your eyes trace the black and white stones of the rose-shaped maze in the floor of 
the nave, then swoop up dizzy to the red and blue blazing rose window. The light
pierced, yet dim space, takes you, holds you, lifts you, makes your heart stop. 
Later, you stumble upon the shrine of the Black Virgin, festooned with hundreds 
of dark, carved hearts. No catholic or other religion'S adherent are you, yet you 
feel moved to pay reverence to the spirits of beauty and belief - and something 
else hard to name, yet vitally felt. You drop a coin in the tin box and buy a tall 
white candle which you light in honor of the shrine of hearts. 
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THE CRITIC IS (?) ARTIST 

MARCIA HAFIF 

It used to be that one could think of "the critic as artist, " if not as an actual artist. Now it is 
inevitable that one acknowledge, however reluctantly - for both critic and artist - that 
"the critic is artist, " in the fullest sense that the eroding idea of "artist " retains. 

- Donald Kuspit, from the Preface to The Critic Is Artist· 

I like to think of making art as a many-layered process. The person who 
digs down into the psyche, using chance, contemplation, or some other method to 
come upon images which are then put into a physical form and made visible to 
others is accomplishing the original foundation of the work. That same person 
(the artist?) lives with those images, having or developing a personal rapport with 
them in terms of meaning, and exposing those images to the view of others bring
ing about responses which feed into the meaning process already underway. The 
artist receives that information which is then incorporated into his/her meaning 
connection with the work. 

In addition the artist is, most often, not an isolated individual, but rather 
one who lives within a community of relatives, friends, acquaintances, or within 
the art community. As the layers of meaning proceed the artist is aware of art his
tory (and becomes an historian?), is aware of currently exhibited as well as the un
exhibited work of other artists, and inserts her own work into that milieu making 
a statement as to what is relevant to the larger dialogue (becomes a critic?). The 
artist knows other artists and tends to be closer to those who are resonant with 
her own work, often trading pieces with those other artists (becomes a collector?). 
The artist, being a person who understands the process of art and having a shar
pened sensibility to works of art may suggest a specific exhibition of other's work 
(becomes a curator?), may write about her own work, or the works of others (be
comes a writer?), and often as these layers develop becomes a teacher of the pro
cess of the craft, the process of creativity, the history of art and of the theory and 
criticism related to it. These days this person could function as a (literary critic?) 
in criticizing contemporary criticism, as a philosopher exploring the meaning of 
life, and as a religieuse as the work hones and concentrates the soul of the indivi
dual and both become quiet and simply there. Or the artist can deal in art, advis
ing, and/or buying and selling. 

Donald Kuspit, in the preface to his collection of essays, makes a case for 
the critic not functioning as an artist, but actually being the artist. "All the 
weight of meaning in the formula of their relationship is now on the critic rather 
than the artist" (p. xi). 

* Kuspit, The Critic I s Artist.· The Intentionality of Art (Ann Arbor: UMI , 1984), p. xi. 
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