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Marx After Duchamp, or The Artist’s Two Bodies

Boris Groys

At the turn of the twentieth century, art entered a new era of artistic mass production. Whereas the previous age was an era of artis-
tic mass consumption, in our present time the situation has changed, and there are two primary developments that have led to this
change. The first is the emergence of new technical means for producing and distributing images, and the second is a shift in our
understanding of art, a change in the rules we use for identifying what is and what is not art.

Let us begin with the second development. Today, we do not identify an artwork primarily as an object produced by the manual work
of an individual artist in such a way that the traces of this work remain visible or, at least, identifiable in the body of the artwork itself.
During the nineteenth century, painting and sculpture were seen as extensions of the artist’s body, as evoking the presence of this
body even following the artist’s death. In this sense, an artist’s work was not regarded as “alienated” work—in contrast to the alien-
ated, industrial labor that does not presuppose any traceable connection between the producer’s body and the industrial product.
Since at least Duchamp and his use of the readymade, this situation has changed drastically. And the main change lies not so much in
the presentation of industrially produced objects as artworks, as in a new possibility that opened for the artist, to not only produce
artworks in an alienated, quasi-industrial manner, but also to allow these artworks to maintain an appearance of being industrially
produced. And it is here that artists as different as Andy Warhol and Donald Judd can serve as examples of post-Duchampian art. The
direct connection between the body of the artist and the body of the artworks was severed. The artworks were no longer considered
to maintain the warmth of the artist’s body, even when the artist’s own corpse became cold. On the contrary, the author (artist) was
already proclaimed dead during his or her lifetime, and the “organic” character of the artwork was interpreted as an ideological illu-
sion. As a consequence, while we assume the violent dismemberment of a living, organic body to be a crime, the fragmentation of an
artwork that is already a corpse—or, even better, an industrially produced object or machine—does not constitute a crime; rather,
it is welcome.

And that is precisely what hundreds of millions of people around the world do every day in the context of contemporary media. As
masses of people have become well informed about advanced art production through biennials, triennials, Documentas, and related
coverage, they have come to use media in the same way as artists. Contemporary means of communication and social networks such
as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter offer global populations the ability to present their photos, videos, and texts in ways that cannot
be distinguished from any post-Conceptualist artwork. And contemporary design offers the same populations a means of shaping
and experiencing their apartments or workplaces as artistic installations. At the same time, the digital “content” or “products” that
these millions of people present each day has no direct relation to their bodies; it is as “alienated” from them as any other contempo-
rary artwork, and this means that it can be easily fragmented and reused in different contexts. And indeed, sampling by way of “copy
and paste” is the most standard, most widespread practice on the internet. And it is here that one finds a direct connection between
the quasi-industrial practices of post-Duchampian art and contemporary practices used on the internet—a place where even those
who do not know or appreciate contemporary artistic installations, performances, or environments will employ the same forms of
sampling on which those art practices are based. (And here we find an analogy to Benjamin’ interpretation of the public’s readiness
to accept montage in cinema as having been expressed by a rejection of the same approach in painting).

Now, many have considered this erasure of work in and through contemporary artistic practice to have been a liberation from work in
general. The artist becomes a bearer and protagonist of “ideas,” “concepts,” or “projects,” rather than a subject of hard work, whether
alienated or non-alienated work. Accordingly, the digitalized, virtual space of the internet has produced phantom concepts of “im-
material work” and “immaterial workers” that have allegedly opened the way to a “post-Fordist” society of universal creativity free
from hard work and exploitation. In addition to this, the Duchampian readymade strategy seems to undermine the rights of intel-
lectual private property—abolishing the privilege of authorship and delivering art and culture to unrestricted public use. Duchamp’s
use of readymades can be understood as a revolution in art that is analogous to a communist revolution in politics. Both revolutions
aim at the confiscation and collectivization of private property, whether “real” or symbolic. And in this sense one can say that certain
contemporary art and internet practices now play the role of (symbolic) communist collectivizations in the midst of a capitalist econ-
omy. One finds a situation reminiscent of Romantic art at the beginning of the nineteenth century in Europe, when ideological reac-
tions and political restorations dominated political life. Following the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, Europe arrived
at a period of relative stability and peace in which the age of political transformation and ideological conflict seemed to have finally
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been overcome. The homogeneous political and economic order based on economic growth, technological progress, and political
stagnation seemed to announce the end of history, and the Romantic artistic movement that emerged throughout the European
continent became one in which utopias were dreamed, revolutionary traumas were remembered, and alternative ways of living were
proposed. Today, the art scene has become a place of emancipatory projects, participatory practices, and radical political attitudes,
but also a place in which the social catastrophes and disappointments of the revolutionary twentieth century are remembered. And
the specific neo-Romantic and neo-communist makeup of contemporary culture is, as is often the case, especially well diagnosed
by its enemies. Thus Jaron Lanier’s influential book You Are Not a Gadget speaks about the “digital Maoism” and “hive mind” that
dominate contemporary virtual space, ruining the principle of intellectual private property and ultimately lowering the standards and
leading to the potential demise of culture as such.!

Thus what we have here does not concern the liberation of labor, but rather the liberation from labor—at least from its manual,
“oppressive” aspects. But to what degree is such a project realistic? Is liberation from labor even possible? Indeed, contemporary art
confronts the traditional Marxist theory of value production with a difficult question: if the “original” value of a product reflects the
accumulation of work in this product, then how can a readymade acquire additional value as an artwork—notwithstanding the fact
that the artist does not seem to have invested any additional work in it? It is in this sense that the post-Duchampian conception of
art beyond labor seems to constitute the most effective counter-example to the Marxist theory of value—as an example of “pure,”
“immaterial” creativity that transcends all traditional conceptions of value production as resulting from manual labor. It seems that,
in this case, the artist’s decision to offer a certain object as an artwork, and an art institution’s decision to accept this object as an
artwork, suffice to produce a valuable art commodity—without involving any manual labor. And the expansion of this seemingly im-
material art practice into the whole economy by means of the internet has produced the illusion that a post-Duchampian liberation
from labor through “immaterial” creativity—and not the Marxist liberation of labor—opens the way to a new utopia of creative mul-
titudes. The only necessary precondition for this opening, however, seems to be a critique of institutions that contain and frustrate
the creativity of floating multitudes through their politics of selective inclusion and exclusion.

However, here we must deal with a certain confusion with respect to the notion of “the institution.” Especially within the framework
of “institutional critique,” art institutions are mostly considered to be power structures defining what is included or excluded from
public view. Thus art institutions are analyzed mostly in “idealist,” non-materialist terms, whereas, in materialist terms, art institu-
tions present themselves rather as buildings, spaces, storage facilities, and so forth, requiring an amount of manual work in order
to be built, maintained, and used. So one can say that the rejection of “non-alienated” work has placed the post-Duchampian artist
back in the position of using alienated, manual work to transfer certain material objects from the outside of art spaces to the inside,
or vice versa. The pure immaterial creativity reveals itself here as pure fiction, as the old-fashioned, non-alienated artistic work is
merely substituted by the alienated, manual work of transporting objects. And post-Duchampian art-beyond-labor reveals itself, in
fact, as the triumph of alienated “abstract” labor over non-alienated “creative” work. It is this alienated labor of transporting objects
combined with the labor invested in the construction and maintenance of art spaces that ultimately produces artistic value under
the conditions of post-Duchampian art. The Duchampian revolution leads not to the liberation of the artist from work, but to his or
her proletarization via alienated construction and transportation work. In fact, contemporary art institutions no longer need an art-
ist as a traditional producer. Rather, today the artist is more often hired for a certain period of time as a worker to realize this or that
institutional project. On the other hand, commercially successful artists such as Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst long ago converted
themselves into entrepreneurs.

The economy of the internet demonstrates this economy of post-Duchampian art even for an external spectator. The internet is in
fact no more than a modified telephone network, a means of transporting electric signals. As such, it is not “immaterial,” but thor-
oughly material. If certain communication lines are not laid, if certain gadgets are not produced, or if telephone access is not installed
and paid, then there is simply no internet and no virtual space. To use traditional Marxist terms, one can say that the big communica-
tion and information technology corporations control the material basis of the internet and the means of producing of virtual reality:
its hardware. In this way, the internet provides us with an interesting combination of capitalist hardware and communist software.
Hundreds of millions of so-called “content producers” place their content on the internet without receiving any compensation, with
the content produced not so much by the intellectual work of generating ideas as by the manual labor of operating the keyboard. And
the profits are appropriated by the corporations controlling the material means of virtual production.

The decisive step in the proletarization and exploitation of intellectual and artistic work came, of course, in the emergence of Google.
Google’s search engine operates by fragmenting individual texts into a non-differentiated mass of verbal garbage: each individual
text traditionally held together by its author’s intention is dissolved, with individual sentences then fished out and recombined with
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other floating sentences allegedly having the same “topic.” Of course, the unifying power of authorial intention had already been
undermined in recent philosophy, most notably by Derridean deconstruction. And indeed, this deconstruction already effectuated
a symbolic confiscation and collectivization of individual texts, removing them from authorial control and delivering them into the
bottomless garbage pit of anonymous, subjectless “writing.” It was a gesture that initially appeared emancipatory for being somehow
synchronized with certain communist, collectivist dreams. Yet while Google now realizes the deconstructionist program of collectiv-
izing writing, it seems to do little else. There is, however, a difference between deconstruction and googling: deconstruction was un-
derstood by Derrida in purely “idealistic” terms as an infinite, and thus uncontrollable practice, whereas Google’s search algorithms
are not infinite, but finite and material—subjected to corporate appropriation, control, and manipulation. The removal of authorial,
intentional, ideological control over writing has not led to its liberation. Rather, in the context of the internet, writing has become
subject to a different kind of control through hardware and corporate software, through the material conditions of the production
and distribution of writing. In other words, by completely eliminating the possibility of artistic, cultural work as authorial, non-alien-
ated work, the internet completes the process of proletarizing work that began in the nineteenth century. The artist here becomes an
alienated worker no different than any other in contemporary production processes.

But then a question arises. What happened to the artist’s body when the labor of art production became alienated labor? The answer
is simple: the artist’s body itself became a readymade. Foucault has already drawn our attention to the fact that alienated work pro-
duces the worker’s body alongside the industrial products; the worker’s body is disciplined and simultaneously exposed to external
surveillance, a phenomenon famously characterized by Foucault as “panopticism.” > As a result, this alienated industrial work cannot
be understood solely in terms of its external productivity—it must necessarily take into account the fact that this work also produces
the worker’s own body as a reliable gadget, as an “objectified” instrument of alienated, industrialized work. And this can even be seen
as the main achievement of modernity, as these modernized bodies now populate contemporary bureaucratic, administrative, and
cultural spaces in which seemingly nothing material is produced beyond these bodies themselves. One can now argue that it is pre-
cisely this modernized, updated working body that contemporary art uses as a readymade. However, the contemporary artist does
not need to enter a factory or administrative office to find such a body. Under the current conditions of alienated artistic work, the
artist will find such a body to already be his or her own.

Indeed, in performance art, video, photography, and so forth, the artist’s body increasingly became the focus of contemporary art
in recent decades. And one can say that the artist today has become increasingly concerned with the exposure of his or her body
as a working body—through the gaze of a spectator or a camera that recreates the panoptic exposure to which working bodies in a
factory or office are submitted. An example of the exposure of such a working body can be found in Marina Abramovi¢’s exhibition
“The Artist Is Present” at MoMA in New York in 2010. Each day of the exhibition, Abramovi¢ sat throughout the working hours of
the museum in MoMA’s atrium, maintaining the same pose. In this way, Abramovi¢ recreated the situation of an office worker whose
primary occupation is to sit at the same place each day to be observed by his or her superiors, regardless of what is done beyond that.
And we can say that Abramovi¢’s performance was a perfect illustration of Foucault’s notion that the production of the working body
is the main effect of modernized, alienated work. Precisely by not actively performing any tasks throughout the time she was present,
Abramovi¢ thematized the incredible discipline, endurance, and physical effort required to simply remain present at a workplace
from the beginning of the working day to its end. At the same time, Abramovi¢’s body was subjected to the same regime of exposure
as all of MoMA’s artworks—hanging on the walls or staying in their places throughout the working hours of the museum. And just as
we generally assume that these paintings and sculptures do not change places or disappear when they are not exposed to the visitor’s
gaze or when the museum is closed, we tend to imagine that Abramovi¢’s immobilized body will remain forever in the museum, im-
mortalized alongside the museum’s other works. In this sense, “The Artist Is Present” creates an image of a living corpse as the only
perspective on immortality that our civilization is capable of offering its citizens.

The effect of immortality is only strengthened by the fact that this performance is a recreation/repetition of a performance Abramovi¢
did with Ulay in her younger years, in which they sat opposite each other throughout the working hours of an exhibition space. In
“The Artist Is Present,” Ulay’s place opposite Abramovi¢ could be taken by any visitor. This substitution demonstrated how the
working body of the artist disconnects—through the alienated, “abstract” character of modern work—from his or her own natural,
mortal body. The working body of the artist can be substituted with any other body that is ready and able to perform the same work
of self-exposure. Thus, in the main, retrospective part of the exhibition, the earlier performances by Marina and Ulay were repeated/
reproduced in two different forms: through video documentation and through the naked bodies of hired actors. Here again the
nakedness of these bodies was more important than their particular shape, or even their gender (in one instance, due to practical
considerations, Ulay was represented by a woman). There are many who speak about the spectacular nature of contemporary art. But
in a certain sense, contemporary art effectuates the reversal of the spectacle found in theater or cinema, among other examples. In
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the theater, the actor’s body also presents itself as immortal as it passes through various metamorphic processes, transforming itself
into the bodies of others as it plays different roles. In contemporary art, the working body of the artist, on the contrary, accumulates
different roles (as in the case of Cindy Sherman), or, as with Abramovi¢, different living bodies. The artist’s working body is simulta-
neously self-identical and interchangeable because it is a body of alienated, abstract labor. In his famous book The King’s Two Bodies:
A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology, Ernst Kantorowicz illustrates the historical problem posed by the figure of the king assuming
two bodies simultaneously: one natural, mortal body, and another official, institutional, exchangeable, immortal body. Analogously,
one can say that when the artist exposes his or her body; it is the second, working body that becomes exposed. And at the moment of
this exposure, this working body also reveals the value of labor accumulated in the art institution (according to Kantorowicz, medi-
eval historians have spoken of “corporations”). * In general, when visiting a museum, we do not realize the amount of work necessary
to keep paintings hanging on walls or statues in their places. But this effort becomes immediately visible when a visitor is confronted
with Abramovi¢’s body; the invisible physical effort of keeping the human body in the same position for a long time produces a
“thing”—a readymade—that arrests the attention of visitors and allows them to contemplate Abramovi¢’s body for hours.

One may think that only the working bodies of contemporary celebrities are exposed to the public gaze. However, even the most
average, “normal” everyday people now permanently document their own working bodies by means of photography, video, websites,
and so forth. And on top of that, contemporary everyday life is exposed not only to institutional surveillance, but also to a constantly
expanding sphere of media coverage. Innumerable sitcoms inundating television screens around the world expose us to the working
bodies of doctors, peasants, fishermen, presidents, movie stars, factory workers, mafia killers, gravediggers, and even to zombies and
vampires. It is precisely this ubiquity and universality of the working body and its representation that makes it especially interesting
for art. Even if the primary, natural bodies of our contemporaries are different, and their secondary working bodies are interchange-
able. And it is precisely this interchangeability that unites the artist with his or her audience. The artist today shares art with the public
just as he or she once shared it with religion or politics. To be an artist has ceased to be an exclusive fate; instead, it has become char-
acteristic of society as a whole on its most intimate, everyday, bodily level. And here the artist finds another opportunity to advance
a universalist claim—as an insight into the duplicity and ambiguity of the artist’s own two bodies.

Originally published in e-flux journal online: Issue #19 (October 2010). Journal Editors: Julieta Aranda, Anton Vidokle, Brian Kuan Wood.

1 See Jaron Lanier, You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010).
2 See Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage, 1995).
3 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 3.
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Triangulation of Value

Nav Haq

The state of ‘exceptionality’ versus purpose for contemporary art in society has become a clear and necessary debate of late, and
opportunities to take stock of the situation are sought after and scrutinised in equal measure. The presentation last autumn at the
Serpentine Gallery of two papers, one by historian, writer and curator Dorothea von Hantelmann, and the other by cultural critic
Diedrich Diederichsen was a timely occasion for thought on the subject and relations of art’s valuation at the present moment. The
timing of this particular event located itself between the publishing of books by each of these speakers - after the influential text
On (Surplus) Value in Art (2008) by Diederichsen, and leading up to the publishing of von Hantelmann’s new book The Rise of the
Exhibition (2009). Their respective papers tied together their thoughts on the social and economic conditions of contemporary art,
starting from the premise that art and its institutions - whilst still maintaining the premise of art being an erudite space of reflexive
enquiry - have shifted into a more central, embedded context in society. So where does this leave valuation, what means do we have
for estimating or even determining what we mean by ‘value) and, finally, who is value for?

Value is certainly a contested notion. The multiplicity in the understanding of value has left art straddling artistic, social, political and
economic realms simultaneously. All of these different arenas, moreover, seek to affirm the veracity of their own ideologies from how
they determine ‘value’ The points of divergence in the dialogue between von Hantelmann’s and Diederichsen’s respective analyses,
which made this particular event a useful and provocative discussion, was not only around how art acquires its value today, but also
how art’s relations to new audiences across the social spectrum have led to the traditional ‘qualitative) or artistic, valuation being
eclipsed by other forms exported (from the viewpoint of the artistic domain) from this diversity of spheres.

Von Hantelmann’s thesis on the ‘upgrading’ of the visual arts in terms of societal relevance charts a linear history of museums creating the
conditions for art to be a communicative tool. In her paper, she claims that it is the display mode of art - that is, the exhibition - as a specific
experiential format that has enabled art to rise in status, rather than the specific content of artworks or artists’ biographies. Her thesis is
rooted in the idea that the act of displaying an art object constitutes a democratic offer of subjective experience. The exhibition format,
von Hantelmann argues, has ‘performed’ itself into this central role, and is considered so successful that it continues to be exported glob-
ally with the emergence of new biennials and museums. Her research also resonates with the recent tendency for (re)considering the his-
tory of art through the history of exhibitions, with, for example, the recent book Salon to Biennial (2008) published by Phaidon. However,
her focus remains more on the relationship of the exhibition format to audience, rather than on historically pioneering curatorial practices
in themselves. Von Hantelmann is still researching the subject, and why she alights specifically on the exhibition as the ritual format that
has led art to its current predicament, and not the museum or gallery or Kunsthalle that houses it, is not immediately apparent.

Diederichsen’s paper was based heavily on his recent On (Surplus) Value essay, discussing the Marxist notion of mehrwert in rela-
tion to art - a term difficult to translate coherently into English, but which approximates as either surplus value, added value or the
‘pay-off”. He uses the term to describe art as a phenomenon that embodies the conditions of advanced capitalism by being highly
speculative in terms of economic value - operating entirely in what he calls the ‘bonus realm’, or with a belief in things consistently
adding up to considerably more than the sum of their parts, and then some. Art, he argues, finds itselfin a cycle of production where
it must continuously generate surplus value. Diederichsen asks whether the art sphere would collapse without this drive for surplus
value, and, at the same time, about the risks of the art system becoming too heavily reliant on one particular realm of value - such as
the commercial or social - to the detriment of others.

Von Hantelmann and Diederichsen both only partially acknowledge the economic and social understandings of value. Though this
is understandable within the parameters of their respective arguments, we might look to these as useful foundations for drawing out
further a more detailed representation. The evolution of the marketplace, for example, has created a space where the valuation of art
enters a realm even more delirious than what we can imagine. Remember the talk of ‘art is like gold’ just as the economy was crash-
ing, hinting at the market’s consideration of artworks as a kind of value store - or the regular skirmishes between the primary and
secondary art markets.

Thinking about specific interpretations of value that are privileged over others is particularly useful for the present time, especially for
those artists, curators or theorists who have traditionally concentrated on the artistic or qualitative understanding of art. The picture
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that it puts in my mind is that of an ‘energy triangle, like the kind used in chemistry to describe how fire burns. Here we may replace
‘fuel, ‘CO,’ and ‘heat’ with ‘economic) ‘social and ‘artistic’ for the three essential requirements. Conveniently for the purposes of
this text, von Hantelmann provides a snapshot of the social, and Diederichsen an image of the economic. This triangulation of value
represents a condition where all three sides are now mutually reliant on each other, though this does not necessarily mean that they
understand each other, or, from their own perspectives, that they realise what they have in common.

By focusing firmly on the social and economic conditions of art and sidelining its artistic stipulation (highlighted by how little they
discuss any actual artworks or exhibitions), both von Hantelmann and Diederichsen end up closely equating value with demand.
Both of these realms celebrate demand as a form of liberation in capitalist democracy, superimposing it over the idea of ‘freedom of
expression’ - or even portraying it as a new form of creativity. Such a construal of demand positions individuals, and their pursuit of
individualism, at the core of ‘supply and demand), forming a system of value that relies on consumption and circulation, and which
needs to be constantly performed in order to sustain itself. Art’s correlation to the demands of and for individualism is central to their
respective theses on generating value, and is one of the more pertinent points one could draw from the two put in parallel. For von
Hantelmann, the social construction of the artwork performatively invokes the individual as both the work’s implied maker and its
implied viewer. The individual is likewise central to the museum’s project, which facilitates the social construction of the artwork, and
is simultaneously cultivated by the commodity market. In contrast, Diederichsen discusses the valorisation of the individual artist as
central to the commercial potential of art, which is in turn cultivated by a wider public interest. These perspectives are not necessarily
in opposition to each other, if you believe that the relations involved can be reciprocal. Indeed, both readings crucially acknowledge
the role of individualism in this triangulation of value, in which it acts as the lubricant of its mechanisms of circulation.

It feels important, though, to be conscious that understanding the valuation of art as part of a causal relation of supply and demand
can end up conforming to the neo-liberal sanctioning of culture - in which art is socially ‘useful’ and economically productive (its
discussions far removed from art’s historical idea of autonomy). ‘Art for art’s sake” seems intensely redundant in Western capitalist
democracies right now. The trickling down of ideology taking place in the neo-liberal cultural policy model, in Europe particularly,
in presupposing these ideas of purpose and value for art in the social and economic realms, has had a tangible effect at the level of
practice for both artists and institutions. A broader picture in general is required of the consideration of art within the apparatus of
the political economy as a part of this process of mapping value today.

If art is required to continue juggling so many realms of value - and some would disagree that it should - then it needs to at least get
a grip on how they are all constituted. Von Hantelmann’s call for art to reflexively question how it can take advantage of the conse-
quences of its new status, rather than become a mere symptom of it, suggests that art needs to draw reciprocal benefit from those
realms that demand value from it in the first place. By equating value with social and economic demand whilst sidelining the qualita-
tive valuation of art, this triangulation between the social, the economic and the ‘artistic’ could become too irregular. There is the risk
that the field of art will be left with only the remnants of its former exceptionality. That sounds dramatic, but at least art is thus far seen
as something that can make itself perform in relation to a given situation, albeit in the mode of an improvised dance.

Originally published in Afterall online, February 2010.
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On (Surplus) Value in Art

Diedrich Diederichsen

‘We're the sauce on your steak,
We're the cheese in your cake,
‘We put the spring in Springfield.

We're the lace on the nightgown,
The point after touchdown,
Yes we put the spring in Springfield.

We're that little extra spice

That makes existence extra-nice,
A giddy little thrill

At areasonable price.

Chorus of sex workers in The Simpsons
episode “Playboy After Dark”

I
Existence, Extra Nice

“Where is the Mehrwert?” — in English: the “payoft” — asks the person on the street.! What he has in mind is not Karl Marx’s concept
of “surplus value” (which is how Mehrwert is directly translated from the German), but an extra value, an added or additional value,
or a bonus, to use a word that means the same thing in most languages. If in everyday parlance, Mehrwert is an additional value that
can be realized in return for a special effort or in connection with an exceptional situation, for Marx, by contrast, Mehrwert is the
daily bread and butter of the capitalist economy. That economy must constantly generate Mehrwert. The tendency to increase is a
natural attribute of value. Indeed, it is based on the exploitation of labor power, and the fact that it appears to come about naturally is
precisely its greatest trick. A bonus, by contrast, is accorded the status of an exception. And it is precisely such a “bonus” that is being
demanded when people ask where the Mehrwert is, especially when they are speaking of “artistic Mehrwert’, which will be the focus
of this essay.

Artistic Mehrwert tends to come up when there is a desire to justify a special effort made or expense incurred by an artist, or in the
course of the production of an artwork. Or when it is a matter of weighing whether or not a certain subject or approach lends itself
to artistic treatment: is there an added value involved in treating it artistically, or would it be better served by a journalistic report?
This expression is not just used by critical or skeptical recipients and consumers. It is also quite common in the discussions of panels
and juries whose job it is to evaluate artistic projects, whether these be for art schools, funding bodies or professional prizes. For the
most part, however, the issue of artistic Mehrwert is raised when subjects are watching over their outflows and inflows of attention,
and wondering whether or not it is worth their trouble to undertake a process of reception that is time-consuming or bound up with
other inconveniences. One tends to hear that it would be worth the trouble, provided there is an artistic Mehrwert, or payoff. Thus,
when art and its enjoyment are at issue, artistic Mehrwert is not just a bonus in the sense of “What extra do I get?”, but a conditio sine
qua non. In this view, art is a phenomenon that plays out entirely — from beginning to end - in the “bonus realm” and hence must
always generate Mehrwert, just like capitalism and capitalists.

Yet the world of art production concerns a particular kind of Mehrwert. Both the capitalist and the artistic variety help to maintain a
process that, like breathing and circulation, must continue uninterrupted in order for the organism to survive and they therefore feel
equally natural. But under Marx’s conception of capitalism, Mehrwert, as “surplus value”, is also subject to the law of value in general,
which determines all activity under capitalist conditions and both rationalizes and occults the phenomenon of exchange between
human beings. “Value, therefore, does not have its description branded on its forehead; it rather transforms every product of labor
into a social hieroglyphic.”
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By “hieroglyphic”, Marx means not simply a sign but above all a sign that is not immediately decipherable. Value is determined by
the average amount of labor that is socially necessary to produce a given product; it is informed by the countless acts of individual
(living) labor performed by individual workers. Thus doubly transformed - first, abstracted from individual labor into social labor,
and second, concretized as the particular commodity or product - this hieroglyphic speaks of something, but it is impossible to tell

by looking at it what it is speaking of.

If we nonetheless feel that it makes sense to function under this general law, which seems both natural and puzzling, and to partici-
pate in the process of increasing value, that is because there are religions, world views, and ideologies, that continue to offer appar-
ently sensible explanations for life under the law of value. In the case of art, however, the legendary artistic Mehrwert, is not — or at
least does not seem to be — created under the sway of any globally dominant law. Instead, it refers to the temporary or exceptional
suspension of laws. This suspension is connected, first of all, with the exceptional status of art in bourgeois society: its autonomy.
Secondly, because art is regarded as an ally of desire, it is accepted as one of those forces that refuse to fall in line with the imposed,
coerced consistency of life. Thirdly, it is also demanded of art that it, unlike the rest of life, be particularly full of meaning. True, it is
supposed to be as bewildering and chaotic as life and the world themselves, with their landscapes and vicissitudes, but ultimately
it deals with the fact that — and the way that — all this is intended. Art clings to society or life or other systems suspected of being
meaningless and contingent, and then in the end, it suddenly comes up with an originator who is responsible for the whole mess.
That is sufficient consolation for even the harshest poetry of hopelessness and negation: the fact that there is someone who wrote
it down.

There are other justifications for artistic Mehrwert, but there is no need to elaborate them here. Autonomy, desire and author-
ship — these are not only the most common and most symptomatic; they also reveal the important feature that all three have in
common with those not mentioned: they correspond, as legitimating discourses, to the great rationales for art’s exceptionalism.
Thus, the colloquial use of the word Mehrwert that I cited at the beginning of this essay refers to the fact that art is “good for
something” and therefore has a use: it is legitimate and must exist, despite the fact that its meaning lies precisely in not being
useful. The fact that the word Mehrwert is used to describe this is not as idiotically utilitarian and intrumentalistic as it might
seem. Already in Marx, Mehrwert is a figure of meaninglessness. It keeps something going whose constituent parts (labor, the
production and distribution of products, exchange) would already be justified in themselves (and only in and of themselves) and
therefore have no need for further legitimation or additional constituent parts. Mehrwert is meaningless and can only be legiti-
mated by pointing to the fact that without it, the entire capitalist machine would grind to a halt. While art is not meaningless
but much too meaningful (since it is always associated with intent), it too requires additional explanations. To describe a lack,
say, not by describing what is lacking but by describing an analogous lack, definitely corresponds to a certain rhetorical figure,
but at the moment its name escapes me.

Imagine a situation in which someone is telling a joke that makes fun of people with a certain kind of disability. The disability in ques-
tion prevents one from articulating properly; it causes one to lisp. The punch line must be delivered by simulating the speech impedi-
ment, with a frustrated: “You think that-th funny?” In this case, however, the person who is telling the joke at a party notices that an
acquaintance with a lisp has entered the kitchen where everyone stands listening. He frantically tries to come up with an alternative
punch line, another way to end the joke, and keeps inventing new strands of the basic storyline to gain time. As he does so, the joke
becomes increasingly dull and incoherent, and he loses more and more of his audience, until finally the acquaintance who lisps be-
comes exasperated and shouts out from the audience, “You think that-th funny?”This story mirrors the trivial interplay between art’s
legitimating discourses — evoking the theoretical effort that is expended on their behalf - and an audience that, simply (and stupidly),
asks what makes something art, asks what its “punch line” is.

The fact that the public identifies legitimacy with punch lines and proudly and pretentiously demands them as Mehrwert is something
it has learned. Cultural policymakers, whose job it is to make what is not useful useful (which is currently all the rage and takes no
great effort), are by definition unable to think any differently. A coalition of the vulgar avantgarde, museum educators and witty artists
has brought into the world the idea (which is not entirely new) that, since Duchamp, the goal of art has been to deliver a punch line,
that one crucial maneuver, that little extra inspiration. This “extra inspiration” is made up of a number of different elements. First, it
involves the communicative strategies of advertising, for which it is important that a brand, a product, and a campaign be organized
around a single, identifiable, but surprising “claim,” as it is termed in the industry. It also involves the conceit — itselfa result of modern
art’s need for legitimation — that every work must create its own justification, indeed that it must at one and the same time be both a
genre and the single existing instance of that genre. This requirement is a product of the anticonventional postulates of the avantgarde
and neo-avantgarde, and in a sense it is perfectly compatible with the extra inspiration, the claim, and the “show-stopper”, since it
avoids and is intent on avoiding anything that is dictated in advance.

Advertising seeks to eliminate all pre-existing assumptions from the act of communication. It does so in the interest of reaching as
many consumers as possible. For entirely different reasons, the art world sustains a coalition between, on the one hand, a justified
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avantgardistic attack on conventions and on all rules deriving from materials or from craft and its traditions and, on the other hand,
the interest of certain collectors and institutions in the absence of prior assumptions and preconditions. These collectors and institu-
tions are able to use an art thus purged of history as an ideal object for reinvestment, be it through cultural-political instrumentaliza-
tion or through financial speculation. The relativization (to the point of insignificance) of the material art object has been conceived
and postulated either politically (as a critique of institutions, a critique of the material conditions of art as a social institution) or in
terms of the philosophy of art (positing the visual arts as the meta-art of all the arts, art as a language game, the logic of propositions).
It now converges at the level of social symptoms (discourse types, attitudes, and fashions) with its intellectual-historical opposite:
art’s leveling out by speculators’ and governments’ interest in communication and theme park entertainment.

The common denominator in this ugly synthesis is the demand for punch lines and Mehrwert. And it is interesting to note that this
demand finds a counterpart in the psychological attitude of certain artists. Their attitude has sought to counter this synthesis, and
its taste for punch lines, in an individualistic and voluntaristic way. I have in mind the tendency of artists as different as Salvador Dali
and Martin Kippenberger — both of whom, however, were anything but wholly incompatible with the culture of punch lines, in their
tendency to drag out and delay or refuse to deliver them. In Dalf’s case, there is the often repeated legend — which he himself was fond
of embellishing — of how he loved to drag out and delay his physical pleasure. As a child, he found special gratification in dragging out
the act of crapping to interminable lengths, while as a teenager he liked to have elaborate efforts made to delay his own orgasm. He
had already recognized that his audience was primarily concerned with the product rather than the process, and not even the entire
product but just the tiny remainder that makes it complete. That extra part ultimately makes up and justifies the entire exceptional-
istic, signification-interrupting enterprise of art. For him, of course, the process — his life as an artist — was far more important than
the product.

Martin Kippenberger, who was a legendary joke teller and party entertainer, also focused on the various ways of dragging out and
delaying punch lines. He told endless, repetitive jokes, but he never let the listener forget that something was coming. All the same,
that “something” either never came or did so in a purposely unsatisfying way. Kippenberger’s speeches, which were invariably intro-
duced with the words, “I am not one for fine speeches ..,” have numerous counterparts in his practical work. Unlike pure seriality,
which still draws its power from the fact that it exhibits the principle of its production, Kippenberger preferred to work with narrative
structures that are emphatically organized around the prospect of a culminating punch line or breakthrough that were nevertheless
always withheld. Perhaps the best example of this principle is a work based on Matt Groening’s comic figures Akbar and Jeff. All of
the strips in this series (which is widely carried by American city listings magazines and media program guides) contain twenty-four
or thirty-two panels, all of which are identical except for the last one; the story is told entirely through the dialogue. It is only in the
final image that there is a visible change. Kippenberger appropriated strips from this series and altered them in minor ways, but he
always left out the last image, so that the punch line never comes.

These individual and voluntaristic attacks on the problem of the punch line may be ranked somewhere on a scale between hon-
orable and obsessive. They demonstrate how important and attentive artists have been aware of the problem on some level. Of
course, the countermeasures themselves tend to assume the character of punch lines. And even in the case of works that are situ-
ated completely outside of this logic, the training of museum educators, the testimonies of juries and the briefings one receives
on guided tours, all help to perpetuate its mechanism. So does the vast oral culture of the visual arts: Today, there are ever more
students, collectors, and other denizens of the art world, and thanks to exhibitions, symposia, openings, and spectacles, they have
ever more opportunities for conversations among larger and larger numbers of participants. The result is a corresponding increase
in the number of art-related stories and of anecdotes about artworks and their ideas that circulate in non-written form. Thanks to
the familiar norms of public conversation, these stories also tend to be directed towards punch lines. Indeed, the author of this essay
freely admits that the terror of the anecdotal has helped him a lot when presenting his ideas in seminars and lectures at academic
art institutions.

To be sure, this culture of artistic punch lines is fueled both by enlightenment, reflexivity, dialogicity, and oral culture as well as by
advertising, reductionism, didacticism, and a compulsive desire to communicate — and is thus by no means clear and unambigu-
ous. Yet, this is only one side of the talk about Mehrwert, of the slightly sullen demand for artistic Mehrwert. The discussion remains
ambiguous in that it yokes together two different things: on the one hand, the conceptual accreditation of artistic movements that
abstract from concrete objects and introduce the resulting abstractions into critical projects; on the other, the instrumentalization
of these abstractions by an abbreviating culture of communication. It combines the expansion of discourse through concept forma-
tion and its reduction through slogans and punch lines into a sometimes indistinguishable principle for producing, but above all for
receiving, art: here is the simultaneous success and disaster of the modernist project.

Opposed to the punch line fetishists, there is another coalition that is made up of no less a heterogeneous mix of dubious and to
various degrees legitimate arguments and no less a heterogeneous collection of people and positions. This coalition defines artistic
Mehrwert as that aspect of art which cannot be captured in words. These are people who already complained that the ideas contained

61



MAGICIAN SPACE BE€AZiE

TG B EAETE T2, A — R I TS X o M R ER AT, (B S E AR E X WERE B SRR, i Fhs ki

KA

5 RS R SR FRAN R, A 55— FhEE B 5 3K, B S B, FEAR R R LR A S LR e DA A [N BN S S PR 4R
R ERBAR M A M EARLIEHES FB M —AT5 . XN L8, Bigmfrsmh QSRS E2TUIESRE. 5—
Titl, XN B —Fh A IA L IVAE AR T S 2200, A BLIK Rl el S8 LR AN 230 56 B s B R DML B Fh il oR i AR K o b AT IR R — T (R <
MRS A R B, —FhiR S AT RSB MER B IR 2, DORSE 2 UURAE ZAR MY Z b, AR T3 X L e R AR, RIANEE L
W ABR A —Fh TG T R e M ek, BE A SE ZRORPE T AnIBE , 1K B2 R LA —FAh SR D T AR 210 30, R {Ft
FTLARE e kit 52 4 M AERT LS B9iRoR, 3 RS2 IR TS B TS Z iR, Rk & R L A H R E
A VB EAR AR I EARFRRBE I —FE

SEMINE TR & B TE W AR, iR (BT BRI R A O (L, SUR S —T5 BrA ) & SO AR . SR AT TR DR R A0 — 501 4O
R LREREER, WS AT AR VLR R ME, SEF MRS EE—— X LR B RN R —RES eI E
HatbTi kAN,

BUERIE L2 TE , ZA Tl M2y HuDCHR T LUHX RT3 S SR, SR (AT T M MANE S, b KB b brifi, TR X
FROEARESENL S | 2 H9TETE 0. (RS AP Ho 2R NS, B A KT BRIl 05 JC0k PR R A 78 26 . W9, 75 R P AR AR AN i
MBI Ll R BATC L, (AT 2 S AR Bt 2 e B B il A A R €. W, Lol At B R AR A — ARl o 1) 45
i, AEX G, DS E A, AT ARV T SR IR IE 2k, ook, X e PN ERN iR A T1E i 2R A AR,
HRE IR S BABAT Tk S , XA AT AR TR VRS, ATLABE, (EIBEE AR T E AR A BRI S # AR R N ER ZAR ML T2 H# &
SEAEAERBERNEAR S Z 0], "TREAAE—FBCARE IR R RIS £, 5%, A X RN ER B — Wt &I A
TEAER I ZA S5 EC LA A ZA A EAE] AL EAETEIEN TR 2845, ARSI AR
IEMERAETE . ENNA RE T BRSNS A A, T ICBCR tHNTERERODURR 2 <, TEXFINTE R, ZAR Mtk IR XM RIE T ZA
TR H B4, E et R SR, A el RGeS m i AR 2GR . 5 —Fh 2 B 1 S ——RIIB e 2 AR T 2 A T MR LE W
ARt —— (AT TG RS T BEG 1

PREEAS [R1 ST B B 35 A5 AL o A O (P 9 6 ok Z IR I 3R G, 2 AR ERIX 2 S AP EARPMELAR E ERRGERIFIZE A ], 4201k
RTER B X s R AR P A S I, B B ST BT R . 2 S PR AE AR AL TE T R B A A E IR Se i ey
S R TCHN . BUE AR N O A A PRI T AR IS b, SR S R ARULTE TR AR Z b, SRANUESEAEDURRAY A A R/ o EanfE
T A, S SRR AE bR LK SR BT, IX T 524 T & A AR TR R B ik SE Ve T A2 A 06 SR 6 A o Sibi b, iX—1iTh
REHESLAEAKTE TR E R LAY, b AN B0 (Max Ernst) , ifih 7ash, RN BL) B9 5, —miEE R
F ER L (wilde Malerei) | i8R IS L RE LR L a1 24 T AT . ix SR Te T A 5 i dm sl 5%
1. DUBEI R L RIA O B B 1 A B (L Pt 2 AR o LAE G 3 BB — B 2R, S8 Tl M 2 A A0 K. T ATan
(A e AR L AT HEA T B IR I EAR RIS 1T (S0 B LA IZAT) WIBLA, X FhICH A iA R I AR TEREE A TEW, AT
UL B,

L5 LR, ATUA= LRI W 2 AR BRAE A LEAE Z AR A RV IE A 35 20 B B AT AR R I E A L, e 1A T LU T
FE—FRERDEAD, B RO EMM BRI L B, X Fh A SR CR R AR, AT M. I, 558 A SRR A AR TE
EARES IR HIEFIHOR MM &, A EAAMF IR A 22008 35, (AR T, BBE ARG FMM ik, H1E40k, AU, #mih
U, FEAERMTH S RRATIORE, ZARSFER LA T, $a LA aRiE B A &, S0 A sk, hF Ll p il i

62

in the paintings of Magritte could be formulated in language. On the one hand, this group sustains the justified call for a complex
aesthetic experience that does not simply operate with key ideas and punch lines. But it also sustains a reactionary desire for total im-
mersion and the regressive, pre-reflexive happiness that comes with being completely transported by the aesthetics of overwhelment.
Depending on which of these elements we focus on, Mehrwert could either be understood to engage a type of complexity that cannot
simply be taken in at a glance, the sense that there is more to be known, ultimately an inquisitive sense that something is lacking. Or
else it could express the demand for an entirely “other world”, a dreamlike quality undisturbed by discourse or reflection, such as has
recently been offered by various forms of immersive art, as well as by the boosters of melancholy and cutification.

All sides of the coalition have a clear artistic criterion, which they call Mehrwert, but they each mean something very different by the
term. However, they do remain united in a fear that there might be something being withheld from them, something to be known that
hasn’t yet been said, or that the party — which is also undoubtedly always on their minds — might be happening somewhere else.

Now it is certainly the case that a large part of the art industry may be described in this way, especially when the subjects and clients
who populate it attempt to reach agreement about criteria, on the basis of which they are willing to expend their precious attention.
Nevertheless, there are large portions of the inner circles (of the art world in particular) to whom this description does not apply.
First of all, there are the people who live and work in art’s inner spheres, who have always known their profession exactly, and who
have no need of special criteria to reach agreement about their roles. Indeed, professionals are people who experience their work as
a specially delimited territory in which everything goes without saying and nothing needs to be justified. Secondly, these insiders
deal with works, which they are able to recognize, without any special reflection, as belonging to their known working territory. A
highly specific relationship may be said to exist between those works that are seen to require artistic legitimation — punch lines and
Mehrwert — and those that are acknowledged as art in the everyday sense of the term, without further discussion. The latter are more
numerous. Of course, all of the works of this type - the ones that require no justification — are actually indirectly justified by other
works. They are, as it were, instances of a legitimation that has congealed and become unobtrusive. They are able to forgo external
justifications and thus give off the heavy scent of immanence, in which the business of art is so fond of steeping. It is works of this kind
that finance the everyday operations of the art industry. They circulate throughout the world, and images of them fill the catalogues
and art magazines. Yet it is only works of the first type — those that are openly in need of legitimation — that keep the discourse alive.

The system that balances the various types of consumers and consumer demands for Mehrwert, must further distinguish among
the various interests that work together to stabilize the art system. This becomes especially necessary when great economic suc-
cesses make it seem as if there were no need to do so. Success is often enjoyed by those things that do not require special legitima-
tion — things that stand on the shoulders of countless earlier, now obsolete legitimating discourses and on the resulting deposits of
“discursive substrates’, accruing like chalk on limestone. For example, German painting, which has enjoyed international success in
recent years, has nothing whatsoever to do with the contemporary debates, nor with the punch lines to which those debates are often
reduced. Instead, its products rest upon a tiered megalith, whose foundation is Max Ernst, with magical realism above him, topped
by abit of German neo-expressionism, wilde Malerei (Wild Painting), hippie surrealism, GDR art, and finally the professional veneer
of contemporary “finish.” These are works that do not have to justify themselves by means of an idea or a surplus of immersion or in-
toxication. They are merely instances of a type of production that is generally and quite unspecifically recognizable as art. And despite
everything that might be said against the art that must be justified and the mechanism by which it operates (or is forced to operate),
the type of art beyond legitimation is, of course, something a great deal more boring. And much worse.

In sum, the type of art that generates speculative profits seems to rest on the shoulders of the type that was required to justify itself in
cycles of artistic Mehrwert formation, and is now able to make itself comfortable within a deeply felt, even naturalized sense of legiti-
macy that has long since become trivial and false. Meanwhile, the art in need of justification and its justifying discourses supply the
grist for the art world’s mill, its conversation and its ideas. But beneath this lies the plump flesh of the art economy — the very old as
new. In other words, it is not the case, as is often claimed, that artworks and artistic practices are forced to present themselves as new
in order to be successful, or that practices of novelty formation are suspect because they are misused for the purpose of advancing
careers and creating distinction in the market place. On the contrary, this kind of novelty only succeeds in launching discourses. And
these in turn, procure certain advantages for those who launch them, but such advantages cannot be compared to the actual material
flesh on the bones of artistic success. In order to form that, one must show up fresh like a debutante with something very familiar, and
in that case the measure of one’s success is precisely the fact that it generates no discourse, or else reduces existing discourse to silence.
Neither Lichtenstein nor Twombly, neither the German nor the American “best sellers” of the moment, sparked much discourse
when they were successful. Kippenberger and Basquiat had to die and literally “keep quiet” before they were able to command the
high prices they do today. Thomas Scheibitz and Neo Rauch are swathed in absolute “radio silence” as far as discourse is concerned.
Nevertheless, the system has to go on producing its discourses and excitements, its punch lines and legitimating ideas, since other-
wise the chalk upon whose Isle of Riigen today’s top sellers are building would run out. Thus, Mehrwert as a punch line or experiential
surplus is also indirectly important for the primary form of the commercial exploitation of art. The question now becomes: what kind
of commodities are actually produced, and how do they become valuable?
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Art as Commodity

What kind of commodity is the “art” commodity, and how is it produced by human labor? Who profits from it and how? And is that
profit Mehrwert, or surplus value? I would like to shift from considering the career of certain art as opposed to other art and look in-
stead at the economic and, if you will, “value-theoretical” side of the production of contemporary art — at least the type that is shown
in galleries and sold on the market. What does the “daily life” of this artistic production look like when considered in light of the now
classical Marxist categories of labor, value and price? In this chapter, I want to show how the exceptionalist economy of art is based,
to a certain degree, on a rather regular economy:. It is as challenging as it is appropriate to try this by using Marxist categories.

Now, we must distinguish between two different processes: (1) the everyday value of the art commodity and its price and (2) the
speculative price and its relationship to value; the latter being what people mostly think of when they speak of the art commodity.
Of course, there is a sense in which the two cannot be separated. Everything that has an everyday value as a commodity can theoreti-
cally also become an object of speculation. But most of the transactions made with commodities in the realm of the visual arts do not
(initially) involve speculation, so that they are more comparable with the regular economy of production and consumption, buying
and selling. The two values come into being in different ways. Yet these different ways have a common connection to the issue of
reproduction and uniqueness (3).

(1) The value of a product is calculated on the basis of the amount of labor that is socially necessary to produce it. At first glance, it
would seem to be completely preposterous to apply this Marxist definition of value to artworks. For not only in the case of modern
artworks, but already in the case of classical artworks that were produced for a market, the prices of two artworks on which the same
amount of time was spent by those who painted or sculpted them could differ enormously. But that is not the point. Price is not
value; on the contrary, it is the false semblance of value. As the realization of value in a given act of exchange, it expresses the notion
that, while the price depends on a wide range of different variables, the logic that governs the relationship between price and value is
essentially sound, so that prices may be deemed reasonable or unreasonable.

One might object, however, that it is not just absurd to derive the price of art objects from the labor that is socially necessary to pro-
duce them; it is equally absurd to derive their value in this way. The amounts of individual labor required to produce artworks are
simply too disparate. But, Marx speaks of an average value. True, one might respond, but in the case of modern art, this average is
based on such divergent individual data that they do not pile up in the middle and fall off toward the edges, as in the case of classical
averages, but probably yield just as many extremes in any direction as they do results in the middle. However, this extreme variation
is only the case when one bases one’s average exclusively on current prices and the labor time currently necessary for the production of
awork. But this is already a flawed approach, not only with artists, but even when considering other types of professions like dentists
or engineers. The more appropriate track would be to take the investment in training and other activities that are a necessary part of
becoming an artist into account and include them in the calculation of the socially necessary artistic labor as well. Then, many more
results would collect in the middle, for the hours of socially necessary labor would drastically increase. The differences between the
prices currently being paid would no longer seem so preposterous, because the overall return on the individual hour of artistic labor
would drop precipitously.

Two quantities are particularly interesting in light of this line of reasoning: first, the amount of time not spent at art school that is a
necessary part of becoming an artist, and second, the question of how the time that is spent at art school is financed. This is an area
in which there are marked differences between different cultures, countries, and regions, but also between different types of artists.
The first quantity — time not spent at art school - has fallen substantially compared with the amount spent at art school. Fewer and
fewer professional artists are “outsiders” who acquire their artistic education through romantic involvement in “life” and then go on
to invest that productive power. Generally speaking, the curricula vitae of artists increasingly resemble those of other highly qualified
specialized workers. Hence, it is becoming almost impossible to reinforce the exceptional status of the art object — which has often
been transfigured but also irrationalized by reference to the exceptional lives of the artists as bohemians, freaks, and other homines
sacri — in this way. Further, in terms of the time spent in art school, when considering how the value of artistic products is created, it
is normally important to ask who financed the artist’s training. In Europe, the answer is still primarily, in full or in part, the state (or,
in a populist abbreviation, the taxpayers).

In the United States and other neoliberal areas of the world, financing this general component of labor that is socially necessary for
the production of art has become the responsibility of the artists themselves, who take out loans to pay their way through school and,
as it were, invest the income they will only receive later into their prior education. In this sense, artists are entrepreneurs who pursue
their own material interest and later that of others. The alternate model (traditionally followed in Europe) effectively casts artists as
civil servants or government employees and hence, at least indirectly, bound to a conception of the common good. Not only are they
trained at state-funded universities, they also later take on government contracts and commissions — whether they apply for govern-
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ment programs like Kunst am Bau (Art in Architecture®), for municipal art projects, or become beneficiaries of a publicly financed,
postmodern project culture, or whether they ultimately support themselves by filling one of the many posts available to artists at
state-run art schools. In this way, certain artists participate to a much greater extent in a politically defined project of socialization
(via the bureaucratic interface of state institutions). Elsewhere they define themselves more strongly through their participation in
the market. Ultimately, both approaches undermine the romantic exceptionalism of art as well as, in a certain sense, that of the com-
modities they produce.

It is interesting to note that a model of political and public involvement once existed in the United States, namely in the 1930s, when
visual artists were widely included in New Deal projects. From Philip Guston to Jackson Pollock, many artists of the New York
school, who would later help to establish the United States’ claim to leadership as a cultural great power of the “free world” as well as
New York’s global leadership of the art market, spent portions of their education and early careers working on quasi-socialist projects
of the New Deal administration. And, having once invested their labor in promoting the interests of the state, it was only natural that
they should do so again later on, in a completely different set of political circumstances. The interests they helped to advance became
those of the anti-communist, Cold War United States. The state form remained constant, although its content and institutions un-
derwent a drastic change. These artists did not advance the national interest out of gratitude, but because they were already used to
working within a framework that was not primarily market-oriented. In a dialectical twist, it was precisely when they became more
individualistic that their work became especially useful to the state (with the Cold War underway and the Republicans in power, the
state and the market no longer stood in each other’s way).

Now, if we view artists as entrepreneurs who are acting in their own material interest, then the knowledge they have gained in bars
and at art school would be their constant capital and their seasonal production in any given year would be their variable capital. They
create Mehrwert to the extent that, as self-employed cultural workers, they are able to take unpaid extra time and often informal extra
knowledge away from other daily activities — some of which are economic and essential for survival — and invest them in the concep-
tion, development, and production of artworks. The more of this extra time is invested the better, following the rule that living labor
as variable capital generates the surplus value, not the constant capital. The more they develop a type of artwork that calls for them to
be present as continuously as possible, often in a performative capacity, the larger the amount of Mehrwert they create — even if that
Mehrwert cannot always be automatically realized in the form of a corresponding price.

A model like this may elicit the objection that the two kinds of capital involved are merely components of a single person, so that
exploiter and exploited are one and the same. In fact this situation defines the limit for the transfer of the Marxist terminology to the
production of art, especially in terms of the parallel between the employer’s purchase of labor power and the artist’s commitment of
his own labor time and extra labor time. But whether a season’s production comes across as promising or idiotic often depends on
the newly acquired, additional intelligence of the project and its producer, and its Mehrwert depends on how large a proportion of
living labor was involved.

Now it goes without saying that the artist who has distanced his activity from practical studio work as well as from extra work in
nightlife and seminars, and who, as a purely conceptual entrepreneur, has a large number of assistants who perform these activities
for him, creates an entirely different Mehrwert, one that is not produced through self-exploitation.

Let us imagine, then, that I decide to take my own variable capital, the commodity of artistic labor power that I have acquired from
myself and my assistants, and — on the basis of the constant capital of my artistic competence, the “technology” of my artistic com-
mand of the material - I invest this in a particular manner. Like any other businessperson, I will try to do so in such a way that the
proportion of additional labor power invested by me or by my assistants is as valuable as possible. My goal is to produce a value that
not only can be realized in the form of the highest possible price in the everyday world of relations of exchange with gallery owners,
collectors, and museums, but one which also maximizes its rate of new labor and variable capital involved, and above all of additional
unpaid Mehrarbeit (or surplus labor) in the Marxist sense.

In this respect, the specific expectations that contemporary artists must fulfill if they wish to be successful coincide with Marx’s for-
mula for Mehrwert: they are to produce works that are as fresh and new as possible (variable capital including Mehrarbeit [or surplus
labor]), but they are to do so on the basis of an already existing reputation and knowledge (constant capital). When the proportion of
constant capital becomes too large, my rate of Mehrwert formation begins to fall. This is the case, for example, when too much train-
ing time must be accumulated in order to then produce something through living labor (my own or that of my employees). This is the
economic disadvantage of the intellectual artist (who labors excessively at school), or the artist who acts from an especially deeply
felt sense of his or her own biographical imperatives (who labors excessively at the bar). Indeed, the same model of everyday value
formation can easily be applied to the present day self-employed cultural freelancer who works outside the art industry. However, the
rate of Mehrwert formation also falls when the artist in question is dead or when only old works continue to be traded. In that case
(but not only in that case, since this is now happening with young living artists as well), the laws of speculation take over.
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(2) For this other kind of value - speculative value — comes about through properties of the work that are distinct from the value of
labor time and its use. Nonetheless, the prerequisite of speculative valuation is a first or primary value of the artwork, derived from its
average socially necessary labor. In other words, there must be an everyday art market wherein such an average rationally determines
the prices that are paid for a work — made by an artist who has reached a certain age and has spent specific amounts of time at art
school, involved in nightlife and living out a creative, experimental existence. A work by a thirty-five-year-old artist that costs, say,
twenty thousand euros, certainly isn't cheap, but it corresponds to the average amount of labor invested in it, also if you compare it
with labor by similarly specialized and educated workers in other fields. That may still be the case, albeit just barely, if the price is five
thousand euros per work, and it remains the case up into the high five figures — naturally, factors such as size and the number of works
that can be produced with comparable effort and expense are important variables that figure into the price.

Price fluctuations within this range are certainly also due to impact and reception outside the market narrowly defined - as recogni-
tion on the part of curators and critics, etc. — but are not yet due to speculation. Also, the commodities produced by artists at this level
are not absolute exceptions vis-a-vis other commodities and practices. While it is true that artworks are absolute singularities — and
this is the case, as we will see later on, even when they are reproduced and reproducible - they have this status as instances of a certain
category of commodities. Artists satisfy the general desire and demand for visual artworks — understood as a demand for singular
objects — by producing concrete singularities. Rather than an exception to the commodity market, this singularity is precisely the
desired quality of a specific commodity type, its universal attribute.

Itis worth noting that price differences between five thousand and one hundred thousand euros do not represent an especially broad
range of variation. Such price variations are similar to those among mass-produced motor vehicles at different levels of quality and
luxury. The fact that the labor of designers and of PR professionals who have helped to establish the symbolic value of a label (and
thus added to its constant capital) plays an increasingly important role in creating the value of luxury consumer goods, and of the
ubiquitous brand-name and label oriented products, does not mean that these values are suddenly being created by pure spirit as op-
posed to living labor. Activities, such as those involved in name or brand building, also constitute highly qualified types of labor (and
should therefore be likened to the labor of acquiring an education). When we regard the various symbolic values of these labors as
the substrates of social distinctions (whose production is learned and practiced inside and outside cultural educational institutions
and which are refined in the appropriate milieus), we can see that in these individual acts and decisions, value-defining and not only
price-defining labor has gone into producing art and design commodities.

A characteristic feature of the normality of the exceptionalism that determines the everyday life of art is that it consists entirely of
objects that seem to have no everyday use value and therefore consist of nothing but inflated exchange values and exchange value
fetishes. But this is not the case, precisely in art’s everyday life. In this arena, fetishistically inflated exchange value has been domesti-
cated as what we might call a “second order of use value”. It goes without saying that there is a certain use value realized in the various
ways of relating to art objects — as with all commodities, that use value is dominated by exchange value. Thus, use value is every bit
as present in art objects as it is in all other commodities. It cannot be reduced to a “distinctive value’, “status symbol’, or “symbolic
value’, as if there were completely unsymbolic commodities, and above all as if those designations themselves did not refer to an emi-
nently concrete use within the sphere of social action, one that people often make no effort to disguise. One might say that the use
value of a certain kind of commodity — which includes art objects - lies in its promise to appear as a pure exchange value, its ability
to turn into money. It is just as important, however, that this promise goes unrealized for the time being. Its deferral corresponds to
the art object’s beauty. The beauty of that object lies in the dead labor that it will be capable of performing as an exhibition piece or
archival object. It holds out the prospect of an eventual transformation, which - if one disregards the “prosaic” nature of that trans-
formation — may even seem to be an experience of the sublime.

Now for speculation to be possible, it must be able to go far beyond the everyday value of the object while continuing to engage — and
invest — in a discourse on reasonableness similar to that which surrounds the primary — and at least apparently normal - relationship
of price and value (and the relationship of labor and value embedded within these). It is necessary that, beyond this normal relation-
ship, the distance between labor and value is enhanced by the element of a wager — and hence of another temporal dimension beyond
that of labor time. All speculation, whether in art or anything else, refers to the expected realization of value at some future time - to
the realization of living labor that will have “hardened” in the form of value, without the need for any additional living labor. At the
same time, this wager not only attempts to call upon expert knowledge concerning a particular future expectation; it also attempts
to use that knowledge to influence the future directly. However, it is completely indifferent to how value is actually created. As is well
known, one can bet on the realization of value completely independently of whether the products in question are agrarian (pork
sides, frozen orange juice) or the weather beaten products of some outdated form that mixes crafts and industrial production and is
itself based on a highly developed division of labor (old apartment buildings in big cities).

In the visual arts, the rationalizing of speculation is based on the notion that this is in some sense a component of the determina-
tion of price, either as a truth (that was previously submerged and is now emerging) or simply as a perpetuation of the mixture of
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value creation, price formation, and reception (that was supposedly contained in the original determination of the object’s price).
The price of an ordinary commodity only appears as the false semblance of its value (and hence of the way in which living labor is
transformed into value) because prices always appear as the prices of things and bring into the world a notion of reasonableness and
unreasonableness that can only apply to things. In art, by contrast, the discourse of reasonableness is constantly searching for argu-
ments that go beyond the objective aspects of price formation (rarity, demand, etc.) and include the artistic quality and the time and
money required to accrue these - of the individual work - in the justification.

In the process of speculation, this rationalizing discourse becomes doubly false. Not only is it still based on the notion that prices
can adequately express value, it now insists that the speculative price — far from having even less to do with living labor - is a
particularly intimate and faithful expression of the true status and metaphysical value of living artistic labor. The price fetched at
auction is meant to be the voice of history, in contrast to the price paid on the everyday art market, which is merely the voice of
fashion.* From the notion of ars longa, which legitimates art by pointing to its longevity and outlasts the vita brevis, to the notion of
the never-ending character of aesthetic experience that is posited by modern reception theory, there is a long line of philosophical
theories of belated truth, of the gradual revelation of reality, of the slow accomplishment of justice, all three of which are purposely
conflated with speculation in the specific mode of false consciousness that characterizes the art market. It is also telling that, in
recent decades, advanced art has not only taken duration as the subject of special genres (duration pieces); it has also made it the
subject of large portions of fine art genres that were originally conceived exclusively in spatial and object-like terms (time-based
installations, even time-based paintings).

But this doubly false semblance based on the rationalization of speculation, is not to be confused with the act of double negation.
It merely completes the illusory character of the first or primary kind of price, making it “airtight” and impenetrable. This illusion is
also causally connected with that first or primary price: Every normal, everyday act of purchase and exchange in the world of primary
prices and their associated values can also be read as an act that has a bearing on speculation, even where the prices involved are list
prices that are apparently the same for all.

(3) There is a widespread assumption that the commodity character of artworks is associated with their reproducibility. The view that
reproduced or reproducible artworks are not really artworks at all but merely commodities is a misunderstanding that it is probably
no longer necessary to correct. Of course, it was only natural that the first post-ritual artworks — that is, secular artworks that were no
longer made on commission and were often produced in factory-like studios by teams of workers who divided the labor among them,
supervised by the master — could only become commodities by presenting themselves as originals. The aura of the original, which is
the prerequisite for the artwork’s commodity character, is a mystification in its own right. It functions like the mystification already
embodied in the work’s commodity character, but it mystifies something else. The commodity form lends to the transformation of
living labor into abstract labor, use value into exchange value, an object-quality that causes the social character of the labor and its
distinctive features to appear natural. Via the conceptual fetish of the “unique genius of the artist,” the aura of the original causes the
living artistic labor to appear as a patina, a physical index, an aspect of a work’s chemical and material composition, hence as a quality
connected with natural material decay, that is, as all of those things that can be fetishized under the headings of personal signature,
uniqueness, originality, and artwork. Not all of these concepts, however, refer exclusively to the material quality that causes the living
artistic labor to appear as an auratic object. To a certain extent, the authentic material of the original has already evaporated and the
art object has turned into something like a metaphysical index.

Since the twentieth century, the artistic commodity is no longer required to be an original in the strict sense. It can take the form of
a multiple, a printed work, a rare periodical, or a readymade. The artist’s singularity is no longer transferred to the object via physi-
cal contact with them, but via a spiritual one. The artist conceives the readymade, plans the project. Nevertheless, the process must
ultimately result in rare, singular objects: traces of production, out of print periodicals and printed works, gallery posters, invitations,
certificates, or objects auraticized by other kinds of visible or less tangible efforts. What these objects display is no longer a physical
index but a metaphysical one. Their reference, however, is neither iconic, nor is it symbolic. The artwork is not an image of the artist’s
singularity, nor is it an arbitrary sign. Rather, it continues to be regarded as an index of his or her uniqueness, his or her singular indi-
viduality. The artwork is an image with respect to the world it represents; that world, however, is secondary to the indexed uniqueness
of its deliverer or deliverers (since sometimes the focus is on unique constellations or collectives rather than singular artists). It is a
symbol within the social relation: in the differential production of its meaning and status in relation to other works. Its value, however,
is determined in connection with its aura, and therefore indexically.

In the case of this second, more widespread “metaphysical index”, the artistic commodity not only contains the abstraction of the
artist’s living labor, together with all of the labor previously invested in art school, nightlife, and Bohemian existence. It also contains
the additional, non-artistic living labor of the artist’s employees and assistants as well as that of subsidiary firms such as printers,
foundries, etc. In addition, however, it further — and above all — contains the spiritual management of all of these subordinate types
of labor by a director, a person in charge. This director, then, performs intellectual labor, and a steadily growing amount of such labor,
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which cannot be described in detail but which acquires a metaphysical index in the mediated presence [ Vermittelheit] of the artist’s
traces, in the mediated presence of the aura and its conversion into an “as-if aura”. This is the case even when the work itself takes a
critical view of, or attempts to exclude, questions of artistic subjectivity. In the art context, projects, performances or other works
that do not yield objects are also auratic, provided they result in some trace that is capable of, at some point, ending up in a private
collection and acquiring a value.

This new aura is thus a special kind of value that realizes managerial and intellectual labor as well as the many kinds of labor that go to
make up the artist’s life. Objects are better able to do this the less they continue to thematize the classical aura, with its material traces
of the physicality of the artist. Nevertheless, in the end, artworks must be capable of absorbing the trace and the quasi-indexical mecha-
nism of this new aura, which is purely conventional but binding for all involved. These characters might be described as the specific
aesthetic qualities of the object. And indeed, the logic of speculation often regards the length of the dead labor - or some other form
of increased intensity, usually via exhibition — as heightening the object’s auratic value in the same way that the quantity of living labor
heightens its simple value. Other forms of this increase in intensity are new facts about the artist, new auction results, etc.

Of course, some may object that the construction of a metaphysical index, an aura of artistic subjectivity working in hierarchical
terms, is merely another way of describing an extremely conventional model of intention and execution, or even a way of recasting
the notion of expression. In actuality, it is an attempt to demystify popular notions that are related to both of these concepts and that
help to establish a willingness to regard an artwork’s price as the price of something that cannot actually be evaluated. The reason,
then, that this attempt at demystification does not operate with other, perhaps more modern perspectives on artistic production in
which there is something like an antecedence of materials, genres, and discourses and in which artists merely inscribe themselves, is
that it focuses on precisely those notions of price and value — namely the speculative — that predominate in the art industry, rather
than other, more academic descriptions that allude to the activities of recipients and producers. In order to do so, it makes use of the
Marxist model of opposing living and abstract labor, use value and exchange value, value and price. Artworks and art projects are
capable of articulating content and enabling aesthetic experience independently of their commodity form. What is important, how-
ever, is that they do this through the auratic object, which has a highly specific connection with the generation of value that differs
from that of newspaper journalism and poetry — although the latter also articulate content independently of the way their commod-
ity value is generated. In the case of artworks, the question of value is always (at least partly) thematically embedded as content in a
specifically concealed manner, since artworks offer themselves up as fetishes.

This description of the commodity character of artworks is a description from a particular perspective. It has no desire to replace
other perspectives, but seeks to develop a decisive picture of value, which it distinguishes from price, deriving it from the artist’s living
labor. In doing so, it uses an ideal device — the notion of an everyday aspect of artistic exceptionalism, the notion of a “domesticated”
exceptionalism. This domesticated exceptionalism can only exist and at least become reasonably plausible if it occupies the force field
between the everyday life of everyday value creation and the double exception of speculation. So far, it has been shown that specula-
tion has developed an everyday life of its own. Within that everyday life, especially in other art forms, however, an intensification has
taken place that forms the subject of this essay’s third chapter, “A Crisis of Value”.

111
A Crisis of Value

Thanks to the special object character of visual artworks, the relationship between their economic price and the living labor that has
gone into producing them and that was previously invested in the artist’s education is fundamentally different from that which exists
in the other arts: film, music, and theater. Nevertheless, in the bourgeois era a system developed that, in addition to the exceptional
returns sometimes enjoyed by living visual artists, also ensured that other artists would be able to make a living. These artists had to
sell their labor in the market place in various ways and at various levels of the social hierarchy, and did not as often have the privilege of
working as independent artists and entrepreneurs. In return, however, the system guaranteed them economic security. That system was
based in part on the reproduction of their work and in part on their physical presence at performances. Because of the high labor costs
involved, this live performance-based segment (theater, opera, symphony) is still associated with heavier financial losses. It therefore
tends to be most robustly funded by the state or — in the United States, for example — supported by private, not for profit institutions
that receive tax breaks in place of government funding. The reproduction-based segment — film and music — does make profits, which
in the classical era of the culture industry were produced by employing industrial means of production and exploiting living artistic
and other labor. In Western capitalist societies, profits generally tend to be private, while losses are more often than not assumed by the
state. But the reason why the surplus value gained from reproduced cultural commodities was so high is that the latter contained a large
amount of cheap living labor performed outside the artistic sector. That labor extended from literal reproduction - in record pressing
plants and film duplication facilities — to packaging and printing, from shipping and freight to advertising and promotion. Digital re-
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production has put an end to the possibility of creating Mehrwert by exploiting large quantities of poorly paid, untrained labor directly
involved in the physical production and distribution of the reproduced cultural commodities.

Now, however, the culture industry has entered a crisis. As reproduction continues to become massively cheaper and easier (affect-
ing the film and music industries to differing degrees), Mehrwert formation has been forced to shift to the other sectors of production.
In this reproduction-based sector, it was not enough to drive wages — or the prices paid for living artistic labor — into free fall to keep
the rate of profit high (the rate of profit depends on having the largest possible proportion of living labor). Only a tiny handful of
superstars, or classical musicians directly employed or subsidized by the government, are still able to make a living from their music
alone. In the realm of cinema, experimental and artistic films have shrunk to a handful of government-subsidized works on the fringes
of television. Thus, in the music- and film-based segments of the culture industry, the emphasis has shifted from an object-based
economic form to a performance-based one, in which living actors are regarded less as a long-term investment whose status is com-
parable to that of the self-employed businesspeople in the world of the visual arts; instead, they tend to have the status of day laborers.
The only route out of this way of life is toward the government-subsidized high art segments (theater, ballet) or the visual arts.

Meanwhile, the exodus to the auratic-object and performance-based realms is continuing. Musicians can only support themselves by
touring and taking advertising contracts, not from the sale of reproduced sound storage media, whose reproduction has become ob-
solete in the digital age because copies and originals have now become technically indistinguishable. Hence, experimental filmmak-
ers and musicians are increasingly attempting to define their works as originals or as objects that are no longer originals in a technical
sense, but rather carriers of a secondary aura or metaphysical index. Moreover, the culture industry is experiencing the proliferation
of a wide variety of new “discount sectors” (in television, the Internet, and the CD and DVD markets). Here, performance-based
formats have emerged that involve a deprofessionalized and deregulated culture-industrial proletariat — one that helps to produce
liveliness, animation, masturbation material, emotion, energy, and other varieties of pure life and sells its own self-representing labor
power very cheaply, no longer as labor power but as less and less professional “life force” or vitality. Porn becomes the increasingly
apt economic model. At the same time, clients and producers at the upper end of the bygone culture-industrial sector are fleeing to
the object-based arts.

Possession of the secondary aura ultimately allows the visual arts to follow suit via the selling of alien products — products that
were not originally art objects but were sold through reproduction and are now ennobled by the metaphysical index. These include
records made of crazy colorful vinyl and produced in limited editions, CD boxes with high design value, and multiples of all kinds.
However, unlike the multiples that come from sculpture, these tend to function as artist books used to, as ennobled but essentially
conventional data storage media (sound and image carriers or books).

The flight towards auratic object production, on the one hand, and the proletarianization of performance, on the other, effectively
usher in a situation that blends the features of precapitalist and post-bourgeois conditions. Previously, the bourgeoisie was a stable,
cultural class that had its place at the center of cultural production, which it regulated by means of a mixture of free-market attitudes
and subsidies, staging its own expression as both a ruling class and a life force that stood in need of legitimation. The bourgeoisie is
now fragmenting into various anonymous economic profiteers who no longer constitute a single, cultural entity. For most economic
processes, state and national cultural formations are no longer as crucial for the realization of economic interests as they were previ-
ously. As a result, the bourgeoisie, as a class that once fused political, economic, and cultural power, is becoming less visible. Instead,
the most basic economic factors are becoming autonomous. Once these factors become autonomous, the obligation towards cultural
values that even the worst forms of the culture industry kept as standards, disappear. This tendency contributes to the emergence
of two different cultural worlds. One rewards purely physical talent, vitality, agility, and other performative, ephemeral, erotic, and
energetic attractions. In this world, the subjectivity of the performers will ultimately be reduced to an essentially interchangeable per-
formance quality — a development that is to some extent already underway with the proliferation of DJs, rock bands, amateur actors,
and reality show casts and extras. The publicly available work — a stable object that could be found in archives and on backlists and
that once made it possible to establish public personalities throughout entertainment culture — is disappearing, while the number of
stars is decreasing, replaced by an ephemeral and shifting population of semi-celebrities. Thus, the whole thing is gradually coming to
resemble a world of traveling minstrels and itinerant theater troupes from pre-bourgeois, pre-capitalist culture, albeit now operating
under the conditions of the digital age.

In the other cultural world, auratic objects will continue to be introduced into circulation. In part, they will function by way of
the metaphysical index — a trace of the artist’s individuality, of an attractive social sphere, or of technological advancement and
the ontology of the fashionable — and in part they themselves will have become a kind of common coin or legal tender. They will
be associated even more forcibly with increasingly mythified artist subjects and their world. Since their central function is to
bring primary and secondary value, the related value creation environments, discursive and silent and other dead labor together
with living labor, new formats will arise that will have to reflect and ideologically confirm this abundance of meaning and to some
extent also power.
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The internally heterogeneous post-bourgeoisie, which consists of profiteers of the current world order who come from a tremendous
variety of cultural backgrounds, seems to have been able to agree on the visual arts as a common ground. Within this consensus, the
post-bourgeoisie will create a myth of the artist that is different from the myth created and believed in by the old bourgeoisie. Like the
old myth, this new one will be based on an ideal self-image: an excessive, hedonistic, and powerful monster who shares the old artist’s
enthusiasm for acts of liberation but is far removed from all political or critical commitments. Like the new performance proletarians,
it will embrace restlessness and instability as a cultural value and idealize precariousness. The boundary between performance prole-
tarians and neo-charismatic artist monsters will be regarded as fluid, and now and again someone will write a heartbreaking musical
about the supposed permeability of that boundary.

As a last remaining consolation, let us be glad that, here in Chapter III, I am writing in a literary tradition. Talking about a crisis is

after all a classic literary genre. It usually leads to a transformation of tendencies into totalities. But tendency and totalization obey
different developmental laws.

Translated from the German by James Gussen

First published in Diedrich Diederichsen, On (Surplus) Value in Art, Reflections 01 (Berlin: Sternberg Press; Rotterdam: Witte de With
Publishers, 2008), P 21-50.

Translators” Note: The author’s argument makes use of the fact that, in German, the word Mehrwert means two different things, depending
on whether it is being used in everyday conversation or as a technical term of Marxist economics. In everyday conversation, it is more or less
equivalent to the English “payoff” or the more recent and business-oriented “value-added”. In Marxist economics, it is the original German term
for “surplus value”. There is no single English word that captures both of these meanings. I have therefore chosen to leave it in German, while
glossing its various occurrences just enough to permit the reader to follow the argument.

©

Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (Hammondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1986 [1976]),
1:167.

w

Editor’s Note: Kunst am Bau is a federal program in Germany (with counterparts in other European countries) which stipulates that a certain
percentage of the overall funding of certain types of building be devoted to a visual art component.

IS

At least this constiutes the elements of the basic market system for art, even when today people sometimes use these classical elements to do
something else — staging gallery shows as auctions; biennials as gallery shows; coming soon: the auction as debut.

KR XRHNBESMMENEDS, 2010, ZHEIRHAR
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Art of Conversation, Part IT

Monika Szewczyk

In continuing this written monologue about conversation, I am becoming aware of the sheer weirdness of thinking in this way about
something that behaves so differently than writing “for the record.” But if, as Maurice Blanchot demonstrates, conversation can be
defined as a series of interruptions—perhaps the most powerful of which being the neutrality of silence—then writing, which is a
kind of silent speech, may itself constitute an interruption to the way conversation is imagined."

‘Watching What We Say

When I think of conversation I increasingly think of overhearing. Recall Gene Hackman in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversa-
tion. Hackman’s character—Harry Caul—is a professional wiretapper whose obsessive records of conversations are haunted by the
possibility of fatal consequences. One job may have cost a man his life; another job, the one underway during the film, may prevent
another man’s death. The film, which won the Palme d’Or at Cannes in May 1974, was a fortuitous echo of the Watergate Scandal
that came to a boil in the summer months of the same year—a political event that churned around the overhearing of conversations,
thereby accentuating wiretapping as an invaluable political tool—provided that one does not get caught. Richard “Tricky Dick”
Nixon was the unlucky Republican president who did get caught, and he was nearly impeached for indiscriminately wiretapping
the conversations of his opponents in the Democratic Party during their convention at the Watergate Hotel in Washington. Nixon
and Henry Kissinger, his Secretary of State, also compulsively recorded their own conversations, understanding that what is said
seemingly “off the record” is often of the greatest political consequence. The recordings of their secret and semi-secret conversa-
tions, many of which took place between 1971 and 1973, are now available online. Just as they hold the potential to reveal the truths
of policy and power, so too do they paint a general picture of a cynical political era that saw a fundamental transformation in the
popular conception of conversation as not only something that shapes and reflects values—of wit, pleasure and elegance, of time
well spent—but also as information, tangible evidence, something to be placed before the Law.

To be sure, spies and other lucky listeners had overheard conversations for centuries and used them for political gain, but it was only
with the increasingly rampant wiretapping of the Cold War era that words could be spoken “for the record” without the speakers’
knowledge or willingness. Hence everything you said could be used against you. And this has come to beg the question: How do we
watch what we say as a result? Have we become more cautious, even paranoid, about how we break a silence, less able to test our radi-
cal ideas in the open—all because there is a greater chance of the record of such conversations coming back to haunt us, even once
we have changed our minds? If so, the amount of willfully recorded and also scripted conversations—and their recent proliferation
in the art world—becomes particularly curious. Artur Zmijewski’s video for Documenta 12, Oni [ They], which synthesized an entire
body of behavioral research about wordless conversations among Polish artists of his and earlier generations; Falke Pisano’s script
for A Sculpture Turning into a Conversation, performed on occasion with Will Holder; Gerard Byrne’s re-enactments of printed inter-
views from past decades, such as Homme a Femmes (Michel Debrane), based on Catherine Chaine’s 1977 interview with Sartre about
women, or 1984 and Beyond, which restages a speculative volley between futurologist writers such as Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury,
Arthur C. Clarke, and Robert Heinlein; and Rainer Ganahl’s continuous photographic documentation of talks and symposia—
these examples only scratch the surface, highlighting the most formalized instances, which may not always involve something to be
heard, but always offer a view onto conversation.” But there are also conversations that seemingly replace other ways of showing art,
examples of which I will come to shortly. All this is to say that, in the realm of contemporary art, we do not seem to be watching what
we say in terms of holding back. Rather, we may be increasingly interested in considering the aesthetics of people talking together.

But what to make of the sheer volume of conversation in art? It may be that, in our hyper-communicative world, any record of a person’s
speech is just a droplet in an ocean of such taped talk. In this kind of “infinite conversation” it might in fact be the volume that counts.* Is
the idea to talk more so as to turn the droplet into a weightier drop, maybe even a “new wave”? If so, it remains to be seen whether a shared
horizon of social change grounds many of the artistic and curatorial projects that have taken up conversation as a subject and form of late.

The most convincing arguments regarding the rise of discursive activity point to its foundational relation with a kind of informal edu-
cation that allows for various, often oral and communal means of transmitting knowledge and shaping thoughts and values. All this
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is happening as education in the humanities and the arts experiences ever-greater pressures to standardize its approaches, especially
in Europe under the Bologna Process. In response, there arises a growing need for a heterodox educational exchange that allows new
information, and (especially) the type of knowledge that cannot even be quantified as information, to flow more easily. It has been
noted that this expansion blurs the boundaries between educational time and free time, or that it secretly hopes to erase the category
of work time as an isolated activity. The expansion and cultivation of minds must not be restricted to a few years at school, after which
the professional life follows; rather, these activities constitute the (necessarily constant) “care of the self”—a concept from Ancient
Greek philosophy resuscitated by Foucault. The more I think about it, the more important it becomes to reactivate the category of
the aesthetic in this context as a frame of mind that combines education and pleasure, that does not reduce knowledge to information,
and, perhaps most problematically, that grounds the faculty of judgment in categories that are difficult to set in stone—often requir-
ing conversations and debates to bring these to life.

Elaborating on the care of the self in a lecture on parrhesia, or fearless speech, Foucault underscores the need to step back, not so
much to judge oneself, but to practice an “aesthetics of the self” The distinctions he draws between aesthetics and judgment are lucid,
and help to clarify the spirit in which I am proposing that an “art of conversation” may be aesthetically conceived and practiced:

The truth of the self involves, on the one hand, a set of rational principles which are grounded in general statements
about the world, human life, necessity, happiness, freedom, and so on, and, on the other hand, practical rules for
behaviour. And the question which is raised in these different exercises is oriented towards the following problem:
Are we familiar enough with these rational principles? Are they sufficiently well-established in our minds to become
practical rules for our everyday behaviour? And the problem of memory is at the heart of these techniques, but in the
form of an attempt to remind ourselves of what we have done, thought, or felt so that we may reactivate our rational
principles, thus making them as permanent and as effective as possible in our life. These exercises are part of what we
could call an “aesthetics of the self” For one does not have to take up a position or role towards oneself as that of a
judge pronouncing a verdict. One can comport oneself towards oneself in the role of a technician, of a craftsman, of
an artist, who from time to time stops working, examines what he is doing, reminds himself of the rules of his art, and
compares these rules with what he has achieved thus far.*

Foucault’s notion of aesthetics might be applied to conversation as much as to the self. But in the former case, it needs to be under-
stood dialectically—within a notion of conversation that is as much the means of constructing an aesthetics as it is the object of this
stepping back. Such a double role complicates critical distance. And what is at stake is not some conclusive verdict on what it means
to have a conversation, but a continual grasping at what has been accomplished (what can be seen and said) and what else needs to
be crafted through an infinitely interrupted speech. When we step back for a moment from a conversation, there arises a golden op-
portunity to catch something of the strange knowledge it produces.

If the catch here is to sense things anew and (as Foucault would have us consider) to perceive the truth of a situation, such perception
is (ironically) often reserved for the uneducated. Recall the small child in Hans Christian Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes, who
is the only one able to cry out the truth about the emperor. Parading a purely discursive wardrobe through town, the sovereign is too
afraid to admit that he cannot see the “nothing” under discussion as his finest clothes. In a perfect premonition of the dematerialized
art object, Andersen describes how the elaborate descriptions offered by two tricksters, conjuring clothes so fine they are invisible to
the riff-raff, gains the support of the king’s ministers who dare not contradict their king or, worse still, betray their arbitrary author-
ity by admitting to seeing nothing. They keep up the appearance by elaborating the descriptions in conversation. This conversation
upholds the regime. The fact that it takes a child to cry out the simple truth that the emperor has no clothes aligns with a moral habit
of sorts: it used to be the aim of art education to get adults to challenge the status quo by thinking like children, again. (Consider
Paul Klee before WWII and COBRA afterwards, or Rafie Lavie at the Israeli Pavilion in this year’s Venice Biennale). Now the game is
different. In an information economy, the power of discourse to shape the world gives conversation ever more complex and concrete
potential. And the question becomes how to employ conversation as a medium.

And if conversation can be a medium, it is also increasingly subject to mediation. This childlike, unmediated view gives way to an-
other fantasy: a neutral or other perspective. The plurality of conversation—made up of so many interruptions—may forge a complex
neutral space. And, currently, the roaming eye of a film or video camera still seems to embody this neutrality with lenses that have
carried the mantle of truth since their inception; to a lesser extent, the still photograph or the electronic sound recording could be
trusted. Hence the proliferating documents of conversational activity in art may be understood as carving out that neutral space of
conversation—an aesthetic means of stepping back. Put differently, there seems to be a hope that the increasing number of intersec-
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tions of conversation and recording technologies may produce a point of reflection that teaches us what we cannot perceive when we
are in the middle of such a discursive event.

Thus immersion is, paradoxically, part and parcel of the stepping back. I do not think, moreover, that the obsession with documenta-
tion becomes strongest amongst those driving some radical and absolute social change. Rather, it seems most logical for those who
see themselves as the guardians of a living history, which may not be popular or part of the most widely taught curriculum—the most
visible reality—but nevertheless exists. This history may be forged in parallel with official records; i.e. it is interested in continuing and
perhaps refining aspects of the status quo. If there is any hope of social change at stake, another notion of revolution haunts it—one that
assures the continuation of a minor history. The flourishing of a documentary impulse for keeping records then becomes competitive.
This is less about turning things upside down than it is about keeping the proverbial wheels turning, ensuring that “we” survive.

Quiet as It’s Kept

“I can’t believe we’re not filming this!” whispered a friend of mine recently, during the final (and the most polyphonic and animated®)
of three symposia entitled “The Rotterdam Dialogues: The Critics, The Curators, The Artists” held recently at the Witte de With,
where I'work as the head of publications. The entirety of the three events was recorded for sound only—a self-conscious wiretapping
that nevertheless excluded numerous exchanges in the corridors, or at the bar, or in the back of the gallery spaces that were converted
into stages for panels and dialogues. These offstage sites may have been where the “real” conversations took place. Certainly for me,
this friend’s whispered comment was crucial and will likely filter into the official talk about how Witte de With will shape a book
from these comings together that cannot be fully re-presented. Granted, it would have taken a Cold War mentality to record all of the
pertinent exchanges in full. For now, it is up to the people who attended the symposia to allow their most valuable conversations to
continue to do their work after the event.

In light of this work of witnessing, I wonder what would have happened had we insisted on cutting all electronic recording devices
and committed ourselves more consciously to the role of living archives? I have also wondered for some time about what is being kept
silent by the presence of cameras at numerous discursive events that I have attended or helped organize recently. Would something
different be shared were there no cameras rolling, were the sound recorders turned off? In thinking this, I am inspired by the example
of an artist like Ian Wilson who, over the course of the past forty-one years, has organized specific, meticulously framed discussions,
which always take place in camera, but without cameras or other recording devices that could transmit the proceedings to those who
did not attend.® The only thing that remains, if the work is collected, is a certificate stating that a discussion has taken place (and when
and where). This certificate is only produced if the work is bought, not if it is presented without purchase, as has been the case on
occasion. The gesture of generating a certificate thus intersects specifically and somewhat paradoxically with the money economy: on
the one hand, there is the implication that money cannot buy the real heart of the work, the experience of the discussion which could
be made available, albeit at a remove, were an index created; on the other hand, the commodification of a discussion does ensure that
a paper record of its having taken place exists for posterity. A discussion is only visible if it involves the exchange of currency. People
who come across such a record forty years after the event will wonder—I certainly did—what precisely was said when this discussion
took place in New York in 19682 The administrative blankness of the small typed notes holds a great, almost conspiratorial promise.
Adding to this is the artist’s conduct: Wilson never divulges the details of the discussions he organizes; he prefers to talk about the
structure and the larger frames of the project. He honors a shared secret that only those present can fully enjoy and remember.

Having only ever been outside an Ian Wilson discussion, and as someone who encountered first a certificate and then sought out
the artist himself, I wonder about entering this structure. Would my attention—especially my sight and hearing—be more acute at
such an event due to its elaborate frames and the lack of a camera? Or—without the distractions of snapping pictures, the worry that
some recording device is out of batteries, or the carelessness that comes from knowing that you can come back to what is said via a
recording—would I forget about remembering and be fully present at the event once and for all?

Recently, I tried to test these questions in the course of a public conversation that I was invited to at the Western Front in Vancouver.
Jonah Lundh and Candice Hopkins had asked me to elaborate upon my interest in thinking through what it might mean to consider
conversation as an art today; hence the occasion had something of the mise en abyme about it.” The audience was made up largely of
friends, so it seemed especially necessary to make things a little ceremonial, a little strange. I borrowed a Talking Stick made by Brian
Jungen from a friend who had been given this work—one of several baseball bats that Jungen had had router-carved with archly iron-
ic slogans alluding to the simultaneous embrace and disempowerment of First Nations cultures in Canada.® Jungen often “misuses”
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sports equipment in his art, and I have always fantasized about misusing this particular work of his in turn; that is to say, I wanted to
take the art object, which is usually presented with a “Do Not Touch” sign, and simply use it. In this case, misusing it meant to use it
literally. In the course of our public discussion, we ended up passing the carved baseball bat around, going through the motions of an
idea of oral culture that we could hardly access, the systematic persecution of such practices in Canada having broken much of the
continuity that ensures the life and survival of storytelling. Nonetheless, this very physical thing in the midst of the dematerialized
space of conversation did somehow render material the movement of ideas around the room, even as it all remained rather theatrical,
especially since everything was wired for sound, and a camera looked me right in the eye as I sat at the head of the room.

This tension between the logic of oral culture and the logic of recording gatherings and conversations seemed to be working against
the spirit of what I had intended, and at some point I insisted on switching off the camera and the sound recorder that had been rigged
up in the room. In my mind, and some who were there may disagree, the moment the recording devices were unplugged, another
kind of electricity also faded away. The performative flair of many people’s utterances dissipated and there was a lot of straight talk,
mostly about the naiveté of my gesture. Judy Radul—an artist and onetime poet who performed live at the Western Front and who
has shifted her focus to experiments with the roles cameras play, especially in defining space as mechanisms of law and sovereignty—
was most adamant in reminding me that, were it not for the people who bothered to turn on the cameras and other recording devices
in the very room where we sat, much of what has been called the “whispered” history of art in Vancouver would have been lost. This
is a history of media experimentation, persona formation, poetry, music, and other variants of the living arts that have received much
less historical attention than what is known internationally as the “Vancouver School of Photography.”® She also pointed out that
cameras have the uncanny ability to capture the non-verbal aspects of conversation, especially the incredible power of—and here
she stopped speaking for what seemed like eternity, though it was probably less then a minute—silence. The next day, Hopkins and I
discussed how Radul’s long silence had brought the electricity back into the room and how we regretted not capturing it on camera.
This is partly why I am writing about it, but only a camera could have fully represented this strange interruption. Subsequently, my
ears have since been more attuned to such silences.

And recently (midway through writing this text, in fact), I had an encounter with a self-declared silence in the form of a conversa-
tion—a kind of non-work (or maybe a meta-work?)—in the midst of an exhibition by Oskar Dawicki at Raster in Warsaw.'® This
took the form of a typed-out text, simply pinned on the doors dividing the two exhibition spaces of the prewar Warsaw apartment-
turned-gallery. It is entitled “I have never made a work about the Holocaust,” and in it Fukasz Gorczyca—who founded Raster—
questions Dawicki about this pronouncement and another conversation the artist had with Zbigniew Libera. We read about Libera’s
concerns regarding the reductive approaches to the subject.!’ Artist and curator further discuss feeling called upon to address the
Holocaust, particularly in Poland, and the simultaneous impossibility of creating something that preserves an artwork’s integrity—
that is, its autonomy—in relation to this subject.'* Here conversation performs a limit by paradoxically speaking a type of silence.
Adorno and Wittgenstein haunt the text, especially Adorno’s assertion that there can be no poetry after Auschwitz. But I'm interested
in how this impossibility bears on the other, more properly autonomous works in the exhibition, which grant the conversation the
status of something on the edge of art making—something that is done when making work is impossible.

This brings me to another conversation I would like to discuss—and I realize I am employing a rather loose definition of the term
“conversation,” allowing it to hold together various forms of discourse; as may be clear by now, in each case my defining criteria in-
volve interruptions by means of silence and a shaky claim to the status of art. The conversation in question is in fact twice removed
from (what Ill dare to call) “a natural state”: not only is it a staged trial (and therefore another kind of meta-conversation), but it is
also arecord of this staged event—a very purposeful document that used several cameras, and was strongly manipulated in its editing
into a film."”* We might say that art has been made of a conversation, which was a kind of performance art in the first place. Yet this
artfulness is particular in that the film never really asserted itself as gallery art, but was rather distributed on the festival circuit and
left open to various classifications.

I am thinking here of Hila Peleg’s A Crime Against Art, a film which is based on an eponymous mock trial staged at the 2007 ARCO
Art Fair in Madrid. The charge: collusion with the bourgeoisie. Here again, silence speaks volumes about a very current taboo, but
one that has been with us for centuries. There is a lot to say about how this film captures a particular network within the art world,
and how it articulates positions, constructs contradictions, and crafts a subtle comedy. But I will concentrate on one decisive detail of
the cross-examination. Asked directly whether he considers himself to be a member of the bourgeoisie, the defendant blankly stares
just shy of the camera’s dead center and remains silent for a moment worthy of a Harold Pinter play.* At this point, it is difficult to
tell what he is thinking, but this interruption in the communicative exchange lets viewers consider the question in some detail. And
(perhaps depending on whether you've read your Blanchot or not) you might say that this is precisely where the real conversation
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begins. By the time the answer yes is uttered—an effective admission of “guilt”—the binary code of yes/no has been filled with the
neutrality of saying nothing. The cinematically amplified silence refreshes the question of class at a time when the charge that artists
are affecting bourgeois norms—gentrifying neighborhoods, making more money than is good for them, and so on—is becoming
something of a staple (a self-congratulatory one, as well) in art-related discourse. Here we get to the neutral ground of non-judgment
that keeps a question alive.

Nothing Gold Can Stay

The moral of the story is thus temporary and tentative: maybe we need to think more about what class is, as well as which one we
(want to) belong to. Considering that we are only “we” because we share values, and therefore can continue to create things that will
prove valuable for us to exchange, it would be interesting to ask to what extent this creation and exchange of value is understood as
a situation in which the sole or most important currency is money. In thinking this, readers might keep in the back of their minds
a couple of conversations painted (so as to be watched, but not heard?) by Antoine Watteau during a time of growing confusion
surrounding the ruling classes: Le Pélerinage a l'ile de Cithére [ The Pilgrimage to the Island of Cythera] from 1717 and L'’Enseigne de
Gersaint [Gersaint’s Sign] from 1720-1721, both of which hang today in the Schloss Charlottenburg in Berlin. In thinking further
through the currency of conversation, it seems crucial to ask what values are both created and traded in the course of contemporary
conversations. What interruptions are admitted and which ones are yet to be registered?

A caveat (rich in irony): I'm writing this on a train from Warsaw to Berlin, and I've just been interrupted by a very polite Polish man
who distributes language books abroad and is passionate about collecting coins and about the treatment of “our” people in Germa-
ny—Austria and Switzerland are better, he assures me, even though everyone speaks German there too. “As long as a German is your
boss, he or she will be nice to you. Ifit’s the opposite, well . . ” This is irritating—I don’t want to think about collectible coins but about
awholly different kind of currency. And I'm weary of his notion of the “we.” I thought of telling him that he is paranoid and that we
all need to think less about nations and more about cities, better still about civitas. But I've decided to interrupt our conversation with
my silence. I'm fully focused on my screen now, though I continue to think: whose interruption would I value at this moment? Here
comes the German conductor—I hope she’s nice so my neighbor has no base on which to build his biases!

The cinematic silence of one accused of collusion with the bourgeoisie may be the base for thinking about how conversation has ev-
erything to do with the construction of social class—especially one that is still difficult to name. I say “class” rather than “community”
because the word resonates with key allusions, and it is also in danger of losing some of its punctum.' The question of whether a class
is being constructed by virtue of the co-presence of certain people at certain conversations and not others is perhaps only interesting
if that notion of class escapes easy classification. Rather than advocating a return to Marxist dogma, I am thinking of something that
hovers somewhere between two more particular senses of the term. One is employed by Diedrich Diederichsen at the end of his es-
say On (Surplus) Value in Art:

Previously, the bourgeoisie was a stable, cultural class that had its place at the center of cultural production, which
it regulated by means of a mixture of free-market attitudes and subsidies, staging its own expression as both a ruling
class and a life force that stood in need of legitimation. The bourgeoisie is now fragmenting into various anonymous
economic profiteers who no longer constitute a single, cultural entity. For most economic processes, state and national
cultural formations are no longer as crucial for the realization of economic interests as they were previously. As aresult,
the bourgeoisie, as a class that once fused political, economic, and cultural power, is becoming less visible. Instead,
the most basic economic factors are becoming autonomous. Once these factors become autonomous, the obligation
towards cultural values that even the worst forms of the culture industry kept as standards, disappears.'®

The notion of class cannot be understood primarily in economic terms, Diederichsen reminds us, especially when we think of the
“ruling class” and even if we think that money rules the world these days. Once money becomes the only currency that people trade
in, the ruling class disappears. Conversely, it might be said that members of a specific class develop mechanisms for appearing to each
other, and at a certain moment this can be called a shared aesthetics or a shared worldview. But we might ask: does watching what we
say mark this process in its formation? And this brings up the other, more literal sense of class: namely, people who learn things to-
gether. If emphasis is placed on coming together to converse and to trade valuable information, what can then be seen in the process
of many such activities is the construction of a style of living and a set of values that can only be exchanged by those who not only
have read the same books, but who are also able to embody their knowledge and its most interesting limits.
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The idea of knowledge as something that only a good conversation can transmit is inherited in part from the aristocracy, a class that
did not distinguish between art and life, or not as much as we do. Interestingly, aristocrats only began to obsess about the subtleties of
conversation as they grew closer to losing their claims to a divine right to rule. In Watteau's Painted Conversations, Mary Vidal writes
about aristocratic notions of conversation in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France as a “disguised, diluted, non-bourgeois type
of education.”"” Sound familiar? Accused of an instrumental approach to all knowledge, the bourgeoisie was feared for promoting a
trade in information that could be institutionally/democratically taught, which for the aristocrats amounted to an unnatural knowl-
edge. Vidal argues that what Watteau depicts in his paintings is never the content of the conversations as something distinct from their
form—never the pointed, instructional gestures of a Gainsborough painting that exaggerate things so as to render them readable, even
to the (morally) unschooled. Rather, their secret knowledge is always embedded—a set of values (elegance, harmony with nature) is
expressed in paintings that espouse those very values and posit conversation as an art of living. Vidal makes a strong case for consid-
ering the “naturalness” of the corseted aristocrats that Watteau painted in terms of being “God-given” and full of grace—something
that might escape a contemporary (secular) eye which looks for naturalness in wildness or the absence of technology. The paintings
are strange to us, perhaps because they do not reflect our values, but they are also somewhat unheimlich insofar as they point to the
contemporary representation of conversation as the potential for creating a set of values, a common currency, a kind of network.

There is great interest nowadays in representing networks. The recent disclosure by the makers of Facebook that they will not fully
delete records of their users—even those who choose to deactivate their accounts—underscores a somewhat paranoid logic that
potentially preys on friendship as a mapping of consumers that lead to more consumers. It is with this in the back of my mind that
I'look at both of Watteau’s aforementioned paintings. The shop sign in the form of a painting was made for the art dealer Edme-
Frangois Gersaint and shows people evaluating and appreciating other paintings. The mass and mobility of these pictures—which
are no longer attached to castle or church walls (as was customary for major commissions until about the 15th century), but can be
packed in a crate (as shown on the left) and shipped to hang in anyone’s home—are a source of titillation. This early picture of the
art market makes a point of exhibiting conversation as a basis of the market transaction. In some ways, conversation is the real value
being exchanged; or it might be said that conversations arise in the places where value must be negotiated.

Sure, I am reading into the picture—speculating, projecting, appreciating it in a way that might not be appreciated by scholars—but
I do see a speculative sense of value in L'Enseigne de Gersaint that may account for the greater sense of tension in this image—greater
even than is perceptible in Watteau’s earlier depiction of a pilgrimage to the Island of Cythera, the ludicrously lovely dwelling place
of Aphrodite.' If the earlier painting is gratuitously graceful—to my eyes at least—the heavenly element (embodied by the putti
in the background of Le Pélerinage a I'ile de Cithére) is gone from the shop sign (and perhaps this is the reason for the midsummer
melancholia of the embarkation). I'll even play a little faster and looser with art history still, and posit that perhaps this grace has
been replaced by another “other” in the very front of the picture—a dog that is quite obviously not taking part in the conversations at
Gersaint’s shop. Since “dog” only spells “god” backwards in English, it is unlikely that Watteau was thinking in the same vein—seeing
divinity in an animal and thus a true “other” to converse with—but even in French they say “Le bon Dieu est dans le détail,” and this
one needs some attention.

I've always been told that dogs in paintings are code for some abstract notion of “loyalty,” but this one’s not very convincing. If any-
thing, he denaturalizes the entire scene. And if the dog refuses to play his allegorical part, his presence on the edge of the frame may be
pointing to the fact that the pictures are framed, movable, and thus of continually reframed value. Looking at that oddly placed dog in
Watteau’s painted conversation, I wonder how we fit into this picture. On a couple of occasions, I have heard Martha Rosler confront
her interlocutors in a public forum with the problem of forgetting about bohemia. For her, the staginess of conversations nowadays
has evacuated some of the fun and much of the real political force from what she experienced when people gathered together in the
sixties and seventies."” But the real problem seems to be a kind of waning of a particular class-consciousness—a sense of common
values involving a self-imposed poverty for the sake of other riches. Maybe Watteau’s dog is a budding bohemian, or better still Dio-
genes, the “dog philosopher” who, when asked by Alexander the Great if the admiring Omnipotent could grant him any wish, any
riches, simply requested that the emperor get out of his sun. The question of class might become more interesting if we begin to ask
ourselves whether it is not just bohemia, but the middle class, that is being eclipsed—and with what. The other (increasingly urgent)
question of what we are currently projecting onto animals will have to wait for another time, another conversation.

Originally published in e-flux journal online: Issue #7 (June 2009). Journal Editors: Julieta Aranda, Anton Vidokle, Brian Kuan Wood.
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Part I of this ongoing essay, published in e-flux journal #3, worked through Maurice Blanchot’s notion of conversation developed in his polypho-
nous book The Infinite Conversation, ed. and trans. Susan Hanson (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). It focuses
particularly on Blanchot’s idea of conversation as interrupted thought and speech; and on genuine interruption as coming from autrui, or “the
other” Blanchot’s notion of autrui, which is somewhat enigmatic and radically open, posits silence as a key form of interruption and a space of
neutrality. Thus conversational interlocutors that greet us with silence—such as God, animals, and finally a rock (as these are found in certain
films, artworks, and poetry) —featured prominently in the text. Further following Blanchot’s notion that true conversation is shaped by the pro-
found silence of the other, which is always understood beyond binary opposition, Part I posed the question of whether what currently passes for
conversation is really that. The question may never be resolved, but is likely to spur the continuation of this multi-part essay infinitely, without
end or a clear horizon.

©

Thanks to Michal Woliniski for noting Zmijewski’s legacy recently.
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Though this is not to say that this is what Blanchot meant with the title of his eponymous book!
See Michel Foucault, Fearless Speech (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2001), 165-166.

As audience participation matched the engagement of the invited speakers.

IS

«

o

I have never attended one of Wilson’s discussions so cannot elaborate on their content, but what I know from meeting the artist is that the
crafting of a discussion is of great importance, and that the absence of all recording devices makes for an atmosphere that puts a much greater
emphasis on participation and the role of each participant as a witness to an event. The task of memory could here be taken as primary. Or, given
the inability to remember perfectly, one could completely give oneself over to participation and let oneself then be the evidence of what took
place by virtue of any transformation of the person.

~

Jonah Lundh is a freelance curator developing a program of conversations for this artist-run center, and Candice Hopkins is the curator of exhibi-
tions there.

3

Jungen’s Talking Sticks are usually displayed to emphasize their relation to the sports equipment they are made from—baseball bats. But in the
context of his work, which often takes up questions of First Nations identity and its commercialization in North American sports culture, they
are often seen to echo totem poles (at the size they might be made for the tourist industry). Having worked with Jungen at the time he developed
these carvings, I do recall discussions of their formal relation to the kind of carved staffs, which are often decorated with First Nations motifs and
paraded at official functions by the Lieutenant Governor of the province of British Columbia (the Queen’s representative) or the presidents of
the universities in Vancouver. Each time, such objects slyly enact a kind of transfer of sovereignty from the First Nations, which never took place
legally and continues to be a point of debate.

See Whispered Art History: Twenty Years at the Western Front, ed. Keith Wallace (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2002).

©

5

‘What you are reading now was added towards the end of writing this text, but it seemed right to interrupt myself in this context.

Recall Libera’s highly controversial LEGO Concentration Camp (1996), which was recently purchased by the Jewish Museum in New York.

S

This is not the first instance in which Dawicki has used conversation as a form of meta-art to stress impossibility or refusal. In his earlier work
with the members of the artists’ “supergroup” Azorro (supergroup in the sense that each artist also has an independent practice), entitled Every-
thing has been done (2003), a conversation expresses the impossibility of making certain works of conceptual art quite simply because they have
already been conceived. But in the case of the current work about the difficulty of addressing the Holocaust in art, the tone is very different. The
conversation is situated amidst works that deal much more symbolically with the search for knowledge, failure, death, and palliatives, using a
variety of neo-conceptual pictorial media (and one soft-sculpture consisting of the artist’s clothes, tied together to form an escape line out the
window of the gallery). Ironically, this conversation about strategic silence was totally missed by a reviewer in Gazeta Wyborcza, who took time
to mention every other work in the exhibition. See Dorota Jarecka, “Przegrywamy do Konca” Gazeta Wyborcza, May 28,2009, 14.

@

The structural undercurrents of conversation in court proceedings and the construction of judgments in particular are explored in a recent
single-channel video work by Judy Radul: a seemingly natural conversation that turns out to be completely constructed on the basis of the three
elements announced in its title: Question, Answer, Judgment (2008).

=

Those who have seen the film may know that the defendant happens to be one of the editors of this journal, Anton Vidokle. And I am as aware
that my text may be read as an act of collusion (with those already accused of collusion!) as I am interested in forging a way to speak from within
such conditions of complicity. In eschewing the fiction of critical distance, it might be possible to think through more complex notions of think-
ing critically, not only about dead or distant figures, but also about the people we tend to have conversations with and the very conditions we are
immersed in.

15 Interestingly, in a recent review of Vidokle’s activities by Taraneh Fazeli in the Summer 2009 issue of Artforum titled “Class Consciousness,” the
focus is not awareness of social class—rather the title alludes to the educational activities of e-flux, which are discussed in terms of social con-
sciousness, but not in terms of class.

16 Diedrich Diederichsen, “On (Surplus) Value in Art,” ed. Nicolaus Schathausen, Caroline Schneider, and Monika Szewczyk (Rotterdam and
Berlin: Witte de With Publishers and Sternberg Press, 2008), 48.

17 Mary Vidal, Watteau’s Painted Conversations: Art, Literature and Talk in Seventeenth and Eighteenth-Century France (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1992), 95. Thanks to Seren Andreasen for recommending this fascinating book.

18 Not that the latter is void of tension. In fact there is some debate about whether the aristocrats are already on the island and finding it difficult
to leave, or whether they are about to embark. Regardless of whether the good trip is deferred or coming to an end, the conversationalists are in
limbo.

19 One was “The New York Conversations,” in June 2008 in the new e-flux space; another was at the above-mentioned “Rotterdam Dialogues: The
Artists” at Witte de With, where Rosler was a keynote speaker.
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Liu Ding:
Frameworks
Framed

by David Spalding

The critique waged by the work of Beijing-based artist Liu Ding is best characterized as viral.
Through his practice, which crosses genres fluidly and includes photography, sculpture, installa-
tion, painting and performance, the artist questions the various signs and structures used to confer
value and meaning onto artworks. These include pricing schemes, the artist’s signature, methods of
production, notions of originality, and sites and modes of display. By continually mutating, his work
endures and even thrives in nearly any context, threatening to infect all it touches. In the process,
it jeopardizes the status of the artist, his artwork, the workers who sometimes fabricate it, the
galleries and museums that present it to the public, the collectors who buy it, and, increasingly,
the conceptual categories and interpretive frameworks used by viewers who produce, privilege and

deny its various meanings.

For Products (2005), commissioned for the Second Guangzhou Triennial as an installment of the artist’s
multi-part series Samples from the Transition, Liu Ding enlisted the participation of thirteen profes-
sional artists from the nearby city of Dafencun, China’s “painting factory” village, where workers produce
thousands of paintings daily to fuel a giant export business. Under Liu Ding’s direction, the artists
performed their assembly-line painting process during the opening of what is arguably China’s most im-
portant international art exhibition. Working in an ancillary site temporarily annexed by the Guangdong
Museum of Art, the painters were positioned on a pyramid of platforms, where they moved from canvas to
canvas as they added their contributions (one artists paints only a tree, another a stork, and so on) to
forty nearly identical landscape paintings. The painters were paid their standard factory wage for their

four hours of work. The resulting paintings remained on view for the duration of the exhibition.

Through his staging of Products, Liu Ding challenged the criteria that the Triennial uses to confer
merit upon artists, and the ability of the art market to bestow value on works of art. After all,

unlike the other works in the Triennial, the quality and value of the artworks made in Dafencun is
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transparent: paintings that accurately resemble their models are approved by quality control agents;
those that do not are revised or destroyed. The value of the works is equally clear-cut, as one
company, called Eager Art, explains to potential customers on their website, “The price of paint-
ings is decided [by] whether they are easy or hard to paint.'” In Products, the paintings’ status as
commodities is both revealed and undone by Liu’s insistence that the labor (indeed, the laborers)
required for their production are visible. Audiences were left to consider how the paintings made in

the Dafencun factories differ from the other works on view in the Triennial, and why.?

Continuing his exploration of how context can shift our perception of art and its value, in Frankfurt
the following year, Liu Ding presented the Dafencun paintings in gold frames, hung salon-style in a
staged sitting room, complete with red damask wallpaper and a suite of carved wood furniture.’ In their
gilded frames, surrounded by symbols of “European” luxury, the paintings were clearly adept at social
climbing, given their humble origins; even though many were in a state of partial completion, these
Products were both over the top and somehow plausible markers of wealth and taste. More recently, at
Arnolfini in Bristol, Liu Ding offered Liu Ding’s Store - Take Home and Create Whatever is the Price-
Jess Image in Your Heart* (2008), initiating a new, ongoing project called Liu Ding’s Store. The artist
again returned to the painting village, commissioning ten banal paintings of the type one encounters
in hotel rooms—those anonymous creations that promise to soothe guests into pharmaceutical sleep—but
with important differences. Each painting offers up only a single, iconic image floating in a field
of white. Everything else appears to have been erased, so that in one work, a glowing orange sunset
hovers over emptiness, while in another, a saccharine waterfall floats in space as it curls around
invisible rocks. The paintings were signed by the artist and sold for a mere £100 each. The project’s
title is an invitation: buyers can either take home the paintings and complete them (relying on those
“priceless images” in their hearts) or they can hang onto the work in hopes that Liu Ding’s reputation
will continue to grow and that the work’s value will steadily increase. After all, how often does one
have the chance to collect a work by a rising Chinese artist for less than the cost of a good meal?
And wouldn’t completing the painting be an act of defacement? The images in our hearts, Liu Ding
reminds us, are never priceless. The buyer is implicated whether or not the possibility of profit
surpasses the desire for personal expression: one can either add to the canvas, eroding its value by

undermining is authorship, or recognize the purchase as an investment.

Having pushed the Dafencun paintings to their limits, in 2008 Liu Ding began to shift his focus away
from the artwork’s status as a commodity and began a broader investigation of the production of meaning
in art and visual culture. Again, the emphasis was on context as a decisive factor in the elevation
of object to artwork, but here historical and interpretive frameworks are more carefully considered,
weighed against one another and tested. This signaled a change in the way the work looked. While
kitsch had been the ruling aesthetic in much of Liu Ding’s prior practice—the sentimental landscapes
of Dafencun and the plastic gemstones used in Fantasies for Small Potatoes (2005), to name just two
examples—the new work seemed to blanch in its seriousness. Suddenly, visual pleasure was secondary,
even relegated. Experience and Ideology (2008) followed: a series of appropriated, black and white
nature photographs paired with hand-written texts that made assertions about how our perceptions and

images of the landscape are never neutral, but instead encoded by larger cultural forces.

For I WROTE DOWN SOME OF MY THOUGHTS - LIU DING, Liu Ding’s first solo exhibition at Galerie Urs Meile,

Lucerne, the artist both focuses and extends the concerns raised by Experience and Ideology, bringing
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together a body of closely related works in order to challenge the epistemological systems we use to
navigate both life and art. With several works again pairing photographic images (snapshots, found
visual material) with careful, hand-written texts, one is immediately reminded of the conceptual art of
the 60s and 70s, with its anti-aesthetic stance and its need to catalogue, count and comment. But what
was radical then has become a style, a series of visual tropes used to situate this new artwork within
a particular history and lend it an air of detached philosophical contemplation. Indeed, Liu Ding’s
exhibition is in dialogue with the artwork of this earlier period, but if we are to take the exhibi-
tion’s title at face value, it suggests a casual conversation, sparked by (and perhaps not moving beyond)
personal reflection. This would be a mistake. The exhibition is not simply a display of recent works or
a diaristic sketchbook, elaborated and made public; rather, it is a carefully engineered psychological

experiment that asks us to reconsider the conceptual categories into which we’'ve divided our worlds.

The work in I WROTE DOWN.. is not a complete departure for Liu Ding, but rather the result of a deepen-
ing exploration of ideas he has been working through for several years, presented in a new way. Hence
Encountering Matisse Twice (all works in the show are dated 2009), which unites a black and white re-
production of Henri Matisse’s Les Coucous, tapis bleu et rose [The Cowslips, Blue and Rose Fabric] (1911)
that the artist had seen as a teenager with a page (or picture of a page) from Christie’s 2009 auction
catalogue for the Yves Saint Laurent and Pierre Berge Collection, which shows the same work hanging be-
hind its owner, Saint Laurent, in his home. These images are taped casually to a large white background
and placed in a pale green frame, which is meant to catch the viewer’s eye. (Frames are important to
Liu Ding, another obvious but potent symbol of his interest in the difference between vision, which is
optical, and visuality, which is socially conditioned.)

As with the Dafencun paintings, which went from the factory to a Triennial and finally to a sumptuous
(if artificial) living room, Liu Ding wants us to think about how the reception of Les Coucous, tapis
bleu et rose changes as it goes from being strictly an image (no frame, no context) to one element in
the luxe interior of a famous designer’s home. How is the work’s value increased through its association
with Saint Laurent and the other elements in his taste-making collection?

Below the pictures, Liu Ding writes:

In 1987, I saw this black and white print of Matisse’s work, casual, inventive, peaceful,
uninhibited. I was enchanted. I was hoping to reach a world as carefree as his. All I could
do was copying and copying his work.

In 2009, I saw this work again in color in an auction catalogue, with a very refined frame, a
famous and sophisticated owner, in a handsome house, with beautiful decorations and delicate
flowers. Everything was so graceful and classic. Fame, politics, public recognition, and money

has unified everything under one roof.

It may be incidental that Matisse’s work, labeled Lot 55 at the Saint Laurent auction, was recently
sold for a staggering € 35,905,000, including buyer’s premium. Two more things are of interest here: the
positing of an unmediated image with which one could commune, as suggested by the “enchanted” experi-
ence in 1987 (indeed, the “copying and copying” implies the speaker has no interpretive rubric as he
tries, unsuccessfully to make the work his own); and the celebratory description of the YSL catalogue
photo, which floridly overflows with adjectives (“refined, famous, sophisticated, handsome, beauti-
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ful, delicate, graceful, classic”) as it seems to uncritically embrace the conflation of wealth, fame
and taste that have reshaped the artist’s perception of the artwork. Neither of these possibilities
is satisfying, but instead calls into question the position and authenticity of the speaker (notice
my slippage here, between the artist’s name and the more distanced “speaker”), which is constructed
through our engagement with the exhibition’s textual component. In reading the works’ inscriptions,
we are not merely reflecting on the artist’s thoughts, but are confronted by something else—a delib-

erate provocation, a ruse.

Art is Everywhere, the title of another work pairing a color photograph with text, is also the con-
clusion drawn by the speaker after mistaking a refrigeration unit containing snacks for an artwork.
With its strangely anthropomorphic proportions, the refrigerator stares out at viewers dumbly, of-
fering its last few soft drinks and snacks as if in consolation for having disappointed us for not

being art, despite the title that graces it.

Everyone who frequents contemporary art galleries has had an experience like this one. In fact, the
institution has the power to transform anything that enters it into art, and this sometimes dis-
orienting catalytic effect is yet another framework to be considered in the context of Liu Ding’s
exhibition. It’s an issue most famously introduced by Duchamp, whose readymades were a central point
of departure for the generation of conceptual artists that followed. In 1969 Joseph Kosuth argued:
“With the unassisted readymade, art changed its focus from the form of the language to what was being
said...This change—one from ‘appearance’ to ‘conception’—was the beginning of ‘modern’ art and the
beginning of ‘conceptual’ art.”® Thus, Duchamp’s impact on conceptual art provides another interpre-
tive clue in the exhibition, for Liu Ding is rehearsing the story of the readymade, but deploying the

visual language of Duchamp’s successors to do so.

Liu Ding, however, has another genealogy in mind. With History, a casually assembled photo-collage
embellished with text, the artist plays with the possibility of locating another work in the exhi-
bition, Photograph, within an idiosyncratic history of contemporary art. Photograph, essentially a
piece of unexposed photo paper that the artist has fully processed, is a 30 x 40 cm white rectangle
mounted on a relatively large (135 x 125 cm) white background, inside a black frame. With its teasingly
empty title, Photograph can be engaged from any number of directions, suggesting to me discussions
of the photographic medium’s materiality (rather than purporting to be a clear window onto other
worlds) and its indexical relationship to duration, seen in works as varied as Dinh Q. L&'s weavings
made from unexposed film, which are meant to reflect potential histories that have yet to happen,
and Hiroshi Sugimoto’s long-exposure photographs of movie screens, respectively. Every viewer will
have different associations.

However, Liu Ding invites viewers to understand Photograph in relation to three specific artworks:
Yves Klein's La Vide [The Void], 1958, an empty vitrine in an empty gallery presented in his solo ex-
hibition “The Specialization of Sensibility in the State of Raw Materials into Stabilized Pictorial
Sensibility”; Tom Friedman’s 1,000 Hours of Staring (1992-1997), which is made of “Stare on Paper”; and
a 2001 work by Ignasi Aballi in which the artist painted a mirror white by covering it with correc-
tion fluid. Does putting a refrigerator in the Tate make it art? Does putting a blank piece of photo
paper in dialogue with works of contemporary make it art? As Liu Ding says of the refrigerator: “It’s
hard to tell.”
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Of course, Liu Ding is again highlighting the relationship between a work’s context and the judg-
ments we make about it. One could easily argue that the works chosen by Liu Ding as precedents for
Photograph are nothing more than false-morphologies, whose relationships to one another run no deeper
than formal similarities. However, the notion of the void (or that which is blank) is central to the
entire exhibition, because many of the works in the show are nothing more or less than blank screens
onto which we can project whatever meanings we like. Through his use of text and juxtaposition, Liu
Ding plays on our suggestibility, encouraging us to test a variety of conceptual frameworks as we try
to make sense of what we’re seeing. American artist Robert Morris succinctly described this exact

same set of issues with concision and clarity in the beginning of the 1960s:

From the subjective point of view, there is no such thing as nothing-Blank Form shows this,
as well as might any other situation of deprivation.

So long as the form (in the broadest sense: situation) is not reduced beyond perception, so
long as it perpetuates and upholds itself as being an object in the subject’s field of percep-
tion, the subject reacts to it in many particular ways when I call it art. He reacts in other
ways when I do not call it art. Art is primarily a situation in which one assumes an attitude

of reacting to some of one’s awareness to art.’

Throughout the exhibition, one finds consonances with the cannon of conceptual art; many of the issues
addressed by Liu Ding here are not new per se. Though the show relies on the period’s visual language,
the artist may not be aware of the historical precedents that were set by artists working over forty
years ago as they struggled to re-define art. As I have indicated above, Liu Ding has arrived at the
questions raised by this exhibition—about the status, value and meaning of an artwork, and, more
broadly, regarding the ontological categories into which we sort “reality”™by following the logic of
his own practice, which is rooted in a critique of values in contemporary urban China. Trapped in Liu
Ding’s web, I must admit that my comparison between Liu Ding’s investigation and the work of primar-
ily American and European artists of the 1960s and 70s reveals as well the historical and cultural
forces that have shaped of my own academic training. More importantly, it also raises questions about
how contemporaneity must be continually reformulated when we consider and compare artists working in

radically different contexts.

In Liu Ding’s exhibition, art history is invoked by History and then turned on its head with Omission,
a marble stone supporting an invented, impossibly complete art history book (4 History of Chinese
Contemporary Art: 19XX to 2050) and bearing the inscription “Omission is the beginning of the writing
of history.” Here (art) history is presented as unreliable, based on exclusions and personal prefer-
ences, despite claims to objectivity and neutrality. While the notion that history is always partial,
biased and based on the logic of exclusion is now commonly accepted within the academy, in Liu Ding’s
exhibition, the concept is activated, embodied and experienced, as it poses a real-time challenge to
the conclusions we may have just drawn about other works in the show. In this way, the exhibition
constantly offers frameworks through which to understand the works, only to smash them.

We tend to become emotionally involved in subject matters that were invented is a partially opened,
black iron box, upon which is written, “Let’s suppose this is the beginning of a discussion.” The
work suggests a deformed minimalist gesture, a defiled Robert Morris or an orphaned Sol LeWitt.

Mysterious and magnetic, the box lures you with the promise of its plenum, but a quick look inside
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verifies that it is indeed empty. If this is, in fact, the beginning of a discussion, we're going to
need to invent something to talk about. And yet to write about this work, even if only to describe
its formal qualities or semantic function within the context of the exhibition, validates the art-
ist’s point: anything, however arbitrary or generic, can become a blank screen onto which we readily
project meanings. Instead of being “about” anything, the work is a deliberate cipher, pointing back
toward the viewer and highlighting our own frames of reference and desires for content. We tend..,
Liu Ding told me, is meant to be the “opening line” of the exhibition. It “actually doesn’t represent
anything, it’s a subject matter I have invented. But because it’s placed in the exhibition, people
will begin to develop their thoughts around it and invest certain emotions into it.””

One of the strongest works in the exhibition, Descriptive, Narrative, Descriptive, Narrative, pairs
two Chinese plant stands to show how our worldviews profoundly shape the way we see and imagine.
Like ideas congealed into material culture, each stand—a platform for the display of domesticated
nature—embodies particular conceptions of nature, rather than purporting neutrality. The base ped-
estal, made from a rhizomatic whorl of roots, whose twisting forms simultaneously suggest snaking
muscles, curling tentacles and an untapped, subterranean world, is part of a centuries-old Chinese
tradition of root carving that “assists” nature’s readymades through carving, staining and polishing
to make them more fantastical. On top of this tremulous creature rests another, smaller stand, this
one fashioned out of molten porcelain, an impossible ceramic landscape of melting blue and white
mountains; on top, a painted scene depicts a fisherman perched on his boat within the same landscape.
In the world of contemporary art, platforms and stands are usually rectilinear and white, pretend-
ing to disappear as the offer up artworks or precious objects for our scrutiny. Here the platforms
themselves are culturally coded—like the platforms on which all our knowledge rests—displaying modes
of representation, ways of seeing, rather than plants, objects or other artworks.

Viewing the show I WROTE DOWN SOME OF MY THOUGHTS - LIU DING, one finally begins to question the
most fundamental assumptions about how we experience and categorize our visual landscape. Moving be-
tween the works in the show, it’s as if we are testing the different lenses and filters of an antique
kaleidoscope, turning it again and again as we hold it toward the light. Through the exhibition, Liu
Ding heightens our awareness of the fact that seeing is never purely optical, inviting us to rethink
old habits and make new interpretive choices both within and beyond the gallery’s walls.

1 http://www.eager-art.com last accessed on March 6, 2009.

2 Portions of these introductory paragraphs previously appeared in my essay Priceless Images, Heartless Paintings: the Critical
Complicity of Liu Ding. In: Liu Ding - Products. Bristol: Arnolfini, 2008. pp. 31-37.

3 Liu Ding’s exhibition “Samples from the Transition - Products” was on view at the L.A. Galerie, Frankfurt (Germany) from June
29 to July 22, 2006.

4« Presented in the exhibition “Far West”, an exhibition on view at Arnolfini, Bristol (UK) from June 28 to August 31, 2008.

5 Kosuth, J. (1969). Art After Philosophy, Studio International, November-December 1969. Reproduced in Kosuth, J. (1991). Art After
Philosophy and After, Collected Writings, 1966-1990. Guercio, G. (Ed.), with foreword by Lyotard, J-F. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.

6 Morris, R. (1960-61). Blank Form. Reproduced in Osborne, P. (Ed.) (2005). Conceptual Art. New York: Phaidon. p.195.

7 “This is the work I tend to place at the beginning of this exhibition. The sentence written on the black box, ‘Let’s Suppose
This is the Beginning for a Discussion’ is really my opening line and idea for this exhibition.” Liu Ding in an email to the
author, dated March 2, 2009.
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Seismography
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The complex cycle of patronage and consumerism is one of the recurring themes in the work of artist Liu

Ding. His renowned, multifaceted project Samples from the Transition places the production of artworks within
a complex chain of supply and demand. But each time it is presented it returns with an unexpected twist. A
unique collaboration with workers from Dafencun - renowned as the ‘painting factory village' - the project
aestheticizes the actual manufacture of artworks, highlighting their impli- cation in the cycles of economy and
culture, but also creating a certain slippage between the tradition- ally opposing poles of manufacture and
consumption.

This first instalment of the Samples from the Transition project entitled Products, originally commis- sioned for
the 2nd Guangzhou Triennial, 2008, presented with a certain performativity the factory manufacturing, through
which a quantity of generic, near-identical landscape paintings were created. Whilst simultaneously challenging
the notions of value, authorship and labour, the issue of consumer-ism emerges. It is somehow apparent that
the difficulty in defining the project is one of its strengths. The paintings themselves test our sensibilities within
the sliding scale of style and taste, but they also reflect on how the emergence of lifestyle trends have become
the new focus of wider consumer culture. Later presented at L.A. Gallery, Frankfurt, within the constructed
setting of a traditional European lounge hang, the new installation offered a new context for the works. Hung
salon-style on the bur- gundy walls of the mock-interior, the setting also included a distinct selection of period
furniture, completing the refined ambience of the space. Somewhat detached from their original process

of production, and reflecting on the role and history of patronage for art, the installation neatly extended the
narrative of the Samples... project. This revised scenario for the story of the paintings offered the alluring trap of
simplistic “East/West" perceptions, but more significantly, invited you to invest in understanding the layers of
connotation in the work, hinting much more ambiguously at the nature of the labour process.



At Arnolfini, Bristol, 2008, Liu Ding has presented the next instalment of the Samples...series set within the
context of the Exhibition “Far West", an experimental ‘exhibition as concept store'that thematizes the nature

of the changing global economy due to new economic centers emerging. For this new staging, entitled Take
home and create whatever is the priceless image in your heart, Liu Ding has re-presented the installation from
Frankfurt, but with a whole new participatory component. The artist has extended the collaboration with the
Dafencun painters by asking them to produce another edition of 100 paintings. The difference this time being
that they have been commissioned to produce ‘unfinished’ paintings in ten different variations. The canvases all
possess different fragments of a traditional landscape - perhaps a waterfall, a mountain, a sunset, a lone tree,
or maybe a house - floating within a blank plane. The viewer in this case is treated as a customer and is invited
to purchase a painting. Within the freedom of their own domestic space, they are able to complete the painting
themselves in fitting with their personal envisionings.

The combination of the re-presented mise-en-scéne alongside the newly available paintings has be- come re-
contextualised yet again, investigating a more contemporary form of consumerism - that of individualisation.
Subjectivity is your privilege, and you are thus actively implicated as a co-producer of the artefact. With this new
stroke of the Samples...project, Liu Ding has distinctly problematized the issues of labour by overtly synthesizing
consumption and manufacture, patronage and labour. Like any successful enterprise, he leaves you guessing
as to what's coming next.

Article From: Liu Ding, Samples, 2008, published by ARNOLFINI
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Priceless Images, Heartless
Paintings: the Critical
Complicity of Liu Ding

by David Spalding

If the soul of the commodity which Marx occasionally mentions in jest existed, it would be the most empathetic
ever encountered in the realm of souls, for it would have to see in everyone the buyer in whose hand and house it
wants to nestle..The commodity whispers to a poor wretch who passes a shop window containing beau- tiful and
expensive things. These objects are not interested in this person, they do not empathize with him.

Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, 1938

A Manhattan collector who has been buying Chinese contemporary art since 1990 said that yesterday she watched
her holdings appreciate by 10,000 percent. "And it's just going to keep going," she added.
“China: The New Contemporary-Art Frontier,” Carol Vogel, New York Times, April 1, 2006

Liu Ding is an archeologist of the present. The artist excavates everyday objects, embel- lishing and arranging them
in ways that amplify the cultural desires they embody and foster. Take Home and Create Whatever is the Priceless
Image in Your Heart (2008) is the breathless title of Liu's contribution to Arnolfini's Far West exhibition. The instal-
lation is also the latest in a cycle of related works, including those in his Samples of the Transition series, which
collectively offers a kaleidoscopic look at the blurred line be- tween artwork and commodity. Through strategies that
include appropriation, perfor- mance and site-sensitivity, these works question the various signs and structures that
are used to confer value onto artworks. These include pricing schemes, the artist’s signature, production methods,
notions of originality, and sites and modes of display. The critique waged by the Liu Ding's artwork can only be
characterized as viral. By continually mutating, it endures in nearly any context, threatening to infect all it touches.

In the process, it jeopardizes the status of the artist, his artwork, the workers who fabri- cate it, the galleries and
museums that show his work, the collectors who buy it, and the critics who privilege or deny certain meanings
produced by the work. With his recent projects, Liu demonstrates the ambivalent space that art occupies in
discussions of our commodity culture - fashioning an endlessly twisting mobius strip of critique and com- plicity that
refuses easy resolution.

Samples from the Transition began by confronting viewers with artifacts that point to the absurd contradictions
produced by China'’s frenzied capitalism. For his 2005 installment of the series, Fantasies of Small Potatoes, Liu
used items associated with power - including a gun, a globe, a banknote, and a notebook computer - completely
covering them with one of his signature materials: glittering, artificial gemstones. Displayed in spot-lit vitrines that
evoke department store display windows, the tacky opulence of Fantasies is unnerving, precisely because it is so
seductive. Ultimately, the installation yields narratives of violence, greed and domination, but the sparkling jewels
assure that these visions are rendered with the amorality of a child’s cartoon. As if, under the spell of these things -
and the agency they promise - the pain of others would seem inconsequential. One only has to pick up a newspaper
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to see such scenarios realized outside the gallery’s walls. If, as Liu's projects suggest, the Chinese economy is
characterized by a Vesuvian explosion, it has buried its residents in the ashen spectacle of consumer culture.
Through his artworks, Liu Ding is not just offering evidence of this “transition.” He is trying to dig us out.

Originally commissioned for the Second Guangzhou Triennial, Products (2005), another iteration of the Samples
series, invited a group of thirteen professional artists from the nearby city of Dafencun, China’s “painting factory”
village, where workers produce thousands of paintings daily, fueling a giant export business. The artists performed
their assembly-line painting process during the opening of what is arguably China’s most important international

art exhibition. Working in an ancillary site temporarily annexed by the Guangdong Museum of Art, the painters were
positioned on a pyramid of platforms during the exhibition’s opening, where they moved from canvas to canvas as
they added their contributions (one artists paints only a tree, another a stork, and so on) to a series of nearly identical
landscape paintings. The painters were paid their standard factory wage for their work. The resulting paintings
remained on view for the duration of the exhibition. In 2006, as an extension of this project, the paintings were
presented in Frankfurt's L.A. Galerige, alongside a garish domestic interior well-suited for their display.

Site is central to Products’ various entanglements. Integral to the work's staging in Guangzhou is the Guangdong's
Museum of Art's location in the Pearl River Delta, or PRD: a cluster of southern Chinese cities, including Shenzhen
and Guangzhou, that has experienced a surreal growth spurt since the 1970s, when the area began to mushroom
into a network of congested urban sprawl that beckons with opportunity and repulses with an underbelly of
decadence. As such, Guangzhou is a nadir (or zenith) of advanced capitalism, a perfect site for Liu's ongoing
explorations.

Regardless of curatorial attempts to create a platform for ongoing exchange, the Second Guangzhou Triennial, like
the Triennials and Biennials that continuously operate worldwide, is also another node in the art market, a site where
the status and value of works is af- firmed and heightened through their selection (presumably by a team of experts)
and presentation within the exhibition context. In addition, the catalogue and related press coverage are just two

of many related affirmations that can elevate the careers of participating artists. Through his staging of Products,

Liu called into question the authority of the Triennial to confer merit upon artists, and the ability of the art market

to bestow value on works of art. After all, the quality and value of the artworks made in Dafencun is anything but
arbitrary: paintings that accurately resemble their models are approved by quality control agents; those that do not
are revised or destroyed. The value of the works is equally clearcut, as one company, called Eager Art, explains to
potential customers on their website, “The price of paintings is decided [by] whether they are easy or hard to paint.”



MAGICIAN SPACE

EEAZTE

For consumers, the use value of art - its essence - is a fetish, and the fetish-the social valuation which they mistake
for the merit of works of art - becomes its only use value, the only quality they enjoy. Everything has value only in so
far as it can be exchanged, not in so far as it is something in itself.

Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 1947

Just as Guangzhou and the surrounding Pearl River Delta has spawned one of today's most advanced forms of
capitalism - and its Triennial is a locus for the christening of artworks with a stamp of artworld currency - Products’
second incarnation in Frankfurt proved an ideal place activate another aspect of the installation’s reflexive criticality.
The following story is worth repeating: Working at Frankfurt's Institut fur Sozialforschung during the late 1920s

and early 1930s (and exiled to the United States thereafter), theo- rists such as Max Horkheimer, TW. Adorno,
Herbert Marcuse, Leo Lowenthal, and Erich Fromm - in dialogue with Walter Benjamin - formulated a sophisticated,
interdisciplinary set of tools for the analysis of what they dubbed “the cultural industry”. The neo-Marxist approach
of the so-called Frankfurt School of critical theory saw capitalist ideology as the generator behind mass-mediated
cultural forms (from soap operas and radio broadcasts to popular art and visual culture). Their writings attempted to
awaken readers and alter their paths toward the consumption of these poisoned pleasures. As Douglas Kellner has
pointed out, “Mass culture for the Frankfurt School produced desires, dreams, hopes, fears, and longings, as well
as unending desire for consumer products.” If Liu Ding has taken “Samples” of material culture and used them to
diagnose the bizarre contradictions and collective fantasies arising from China’s warp-speed economic growth, it
was the Frankfurt School that first developed a methodology that Liu's projects depend on.

To create Take Home..., which extends ideas raised by the Samples series, Liu Ding designed ten banal paintings
of the type one encounters in hotel rooms - those anonymous creations that promise to soothe viewers into
pharmaceutical sleep - but with a few important differences. Here, the paintings appear to be unfinished, each
offering up only a single, iconic image floating in a field of white. Everything else appeared to have been erased, so
that in one work, a gilded sunset hovers over emptiness, while in another, a saccharine waterfall seems to float in
space as it curls around invisible rocks. Thus the fantasy of the perfect landscape is denaturalized and estranged,
and with it, our desire for pacifying clichés of nature (the exception, an image of a manor in the American colonial
style, is an equally empty gesture) . Again, the artist returned to Dafencun and had the paintings copied in sets

of ten. According to the logic of Dafencun, paintings produced are not a reflection of the priceless images in the
artists’ hearts. Quite the opposite: they are only understood as commodities, to be produced as quickly as possible,
assembly-line style, according to templates. Quality control ensures that the copies are exacting, or the paintings are
scrapped.
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The paintings in Far West have been signed by Liu Ding, and are available to purchase for a mere 100 pounds. Thus,
the project’s title can be read as both a command and an invitation, extended to audiences who are asked to weigh
their desires against one another. They present viewers with a choice: to take the paintings home and complete
them, or to wait in hopes that Liu Ding's signature will ensure that the works will steadily increase in value, and

can perhaps be sold one day at auction for an extraordinary profit. After all, given the current skyrocketing auction
results, which contemporary Chinese artist's work can you presently collect for less than the cost of good meal? The
speculative art market has never been hotter, as more and more buyers see art as an investment with the potential
for tremendous returns. And wouldn't completing the paintings be an act of defacement? The images in our hearts,
Liu Ding reminds us, are never priceless.

Liu's Take Home...and the related works in the Sample series are linked to a number of important art historical
precedents, but the artist ups the ante. During the 1980s, American artists drew from the Frankfurt school to
produce art that worked both against and within an increasingly hyperbolic art market, making their efficacy difficult
to gaugei In a strange series of dialogical turns, artworks produced with an air of self-criticality were often subsumed
back into the very market they attempted to censure. Some of these works, such as the early sculptures of Jeff Koons
(Wet/Dry Double Decker, from 1981, remains emblematic), substituted commodities - in this case, vacuum clean-
ers-for art objects, suggesting an interchangeability between the two. This may seem to parallel Liu’s presentation
of Products in a Triennial setting- a gesture which immediately calls into question the value of all of the works in the
show. Yet in the gallery, encased in custom Plexiglas vitrine and ensconced in a nimbus of Flavinesque fluorescence,
Koons’ vacuums assumed the status and the value of an art object - its critical stance reduced to a knowing smirk.
Others works, like Allan McCullum’s Surrogates (1982) and Perfect Vehicles (1986) deployed the forms of paintings
and sculpture (respectively) to create works that were only signs for artworks, pure commodities deliberately void of
any “content” or meaning. Chosen by Liu Ding for their banality, the images in the partially painted canvases on view
in Far West, as well as the source painting reproduced in Guangzhou and presented in Frankfurt - a taw- dry cousin
to more traditional Chinese landscapes - are also ciphers. In Liu's installations, the paintings are transformed into

a series of readymades, and while the artist is indebted to these earlier prac- tices of commodity critique, he takes
things further.

In Products, the paintings’ status as a commaodity is both laid bare and undone by Liu's insistence that the labor
(indeed, the laborers) required for their production are visible. Further, his sensitivity to site ensures that even while
the paintings are empty referents, they illuminate cultural and historical conditions in the locations where they are
created and displayed. Finally, with Take Home..., the cycle of exhibitions reaches its natural conclusion by asking the
viewers choose sides in the impossible battle between art and commerce.
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Taken together, Take Home... and the works that comprise the Samples series are reminiscent of one of Liu's artificial
gemstones: magnetic and multifaceted, they reflect and critique the status of the art object from a dizzying array of
angles. These works are much more than material evidence of a culture in flux. As the projects begin to coalesce,
they promise to compromise the very foundations that form the basis for their display and circulation. In doing so, Liu
Ding's works are creating a complex web of dialogues, opening new possibilities for artists to simultaneously resist
and participate in the culture they are helping to create.

i  am drawing here from Hal Foster's excellent essay “The Art of Cynical Reason,” in The Return of the Real (Cambridge, Mass:
MIT Press, 1996).

An earlier version of this text appeared as“Eager Painting, Empathic Products: Liu Ding'’s Critical Complicity” in Yishu: Journal of
Contemporary Chinese Art, Winter 2006, pp.69-72.

Article From: Liu Ding, Samples, 2008, published by ARNOLFINI
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HXBA ., RAEN . HEMRIOIXERE, RIZEBNIREN 4, ERltRNERE-REZTANNER, REL
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P NEREEE (BfEF) — "1BESE | SHoOEMNSMAATEE, " R, RXINEZEEBRESE &
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FRATE 1982 EFHEIAHET , EHREFXK, 1982——1989 FE2— MR FWHITER . X
PERNME 1972— 1982 FX M+ F 22— MEFREN+FE NRERE 1980 FR Z/EFRERE,
XN FEEATRERN A EBAREBRER,
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HENEIE G B O IR A9 —FRROA
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BFRENRRAEGSXEREFEMEE—MFESUTHNEM FET 280EN0MEE, RS
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SERNEEMAREEE—MRE LHNAKR, NEX AR NEERIENIR, AEBEEY
REXFRARE—FTHRERE, £REYP, HEYHRNIOETELRMT —PERLE, tin
HILIHERNVERN . ARPIAIHER M EEI DA BB A — TR GRS
T2M, BEMNRTEAE, REFEA—MEHMNRIFETRESZH,

XN REHERMMSNEMZIEEBMRT, WARREEZIRIRA R S TN HENETR
AL, FEZAHAZTHL /\+FEAERTSIERAEE, MEXMETRENMEF M, X
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HNZARTAERABERRR— 18 RAA LRI L ., BUNRMNBEENAEERKITIEZAEHE
AOIE, RRX DT FEARAEER .
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Bl EAABREERERNERT, TIARBUERKETA; BUaESSEARLTRIRTTIZIE
WERENEF—ERT, ERERERF, BERERSMERERDN,; AEARENEZRESR,
MENOMIBYAG SN ; AEEXREH, FRANERESMRAMEAEFDR , X EETD
=, BNESHLURESTAT —M "IBRREX" .

W XTEREHPHIT % "ER " NEE, TEBMREREMEER, ITLEEXTER
FHELU T ER " B9eE?

X XPREFH “ER " BWEABEELMER , B—MENTHARERMMFBEEREH
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B ZARMITHACE, FFUERKSHSHI—L "EE " BER. i 1971 FRIMEBE,
1972 FReMin e EE CEMIEREENBHIMKRE , SNEHRTTXMEER, £
THEBREERM "ER " eF, WA REARENE KL M - L +FERE o
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AEME? XFIEFR, 2BNIRT 1972——1982 XM AEAHE?

X ERAMSEHLUGHZAEREEAT XEEH, EREMNAKRIE, XEREEAZTRES
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W MBERZAENHRE, XEZACUEME, IMPKELEMZRCIELE 2 MNE— 1
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B, W TER AN BHARE?
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RE, EZ2VRRUFENTRIZAE, YT HRREZRSMETNAES, FAEITICHER SIS
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TURAECIMER R ORIPRERBERINR . EFIAELEFRHAS S 2BREEIFEEZNIRE,
AEAEERTBITFH R BRI RIOBAREANND, MZSWREANIE, AEHAFNEE,
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BIREHA, BREMNE, SREARTHEHELE, FRIFFEERRK, KI—PRIENEIN, X
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ZREMPERBDNEFE, BEXH . 2EFN. MEIERMRIELRERER . BRNAEBETIX
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