WHERE DO WE FIT
AND WHAT FITS US?
Critical Theory
and its
Relationship to
practice.

Relational Aesthetics
Theory of Thomas McEvilley regarding
the hijacking of art into cathedral like
museums, away from daily life and
experience. How to regain its
relevance in the ‘real’ world?

Inside the sheltered gallery or museum, as in the space
consecrated for religious rites, there is a communion of wine a
bread on the opening night. After that, consumption, which is a
sign of change and process, is forbidden; the visitors do not eat,
drink, sleep or laugh there. The bathrooms are hidden so as to
negate the defecation process with its sic transit message. The
only consumption allowed, that of buying the artworks, goes on in
secret behind closed doors. Like the ancient ritual centre – the
space atop the ziggurat or inside the pyramid – the artspace is an
umbilicus leading to eternity; through it, the ratification of
eternity is cast upon certain objects and, by extension, upon the
attitudes and hegemony of the class to whom they belong. The
quasi‐eternal look of the setting implies that the ratification of
these works will never lose force or change; accordingly, the taste
(soul) behind the works is projected unto eternity, as, in effect,
divinely sanctioned or ordained.
McEvilley from ‘Opening the Trap’ essay in ‘Art & Otherness’ Documentext.
McPherson & Co 1996.

Can art now escape the confines of the
Museum?

Tim Davies:
“Returned Parquet”
piece (picture right)
made for Poustina
Earth Art project in
Belize in 1999

Construction in Process was a series of international
exhibitions organized by artists in the 80s and 90s all around
the world. The originator of this idea was
Ryszard Wasko. Artists who were invited to participate in
"Construction in Process" invite in turn, another group of
participants, giving the project a dynamic, open character.
Another original idea was to spur the artists to create their
works on site.

This ‘chance’ can be summed up in just a few words; learning to
inhabit the world in a better way, instead of trying to construct it
based on a preconceived idea of historical evolution. Otherwise put,
the role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and utopian
realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within
the existing real, whatever the scale chosen by the artist.
Nicolas Bourriaud ‘Relational Aesthetics’ 2002.

"... 1981? It's not so much 1981 that I want to talk about, I
wanna talk to you about another world, a completely different
world ‐ a world in which art had a meaning that had nothing
to do with what art has for us, here ‐ now. A place where art
really was important ‐ where it really made a difference ‐
where it really defined with how people dealt with all the
difficulties of their lives. It had nothing to do with career, it had
nothing to do with individual people's lives, it had nothing to
do with galleries and other artists. It had to do with how to
figure out how to live in the world, that was impossible to live
in. And that's what this show was about. That's what
CONSTRUCTION IN PROCESS is about. And all of that is being
forgotten! And it's our challenge to try to maintain that
memory. Everything changes. Everything changes. But some
changes maintain a memory, and other changes don't
maintain a memory. And it's our choice, whether we chose to
remember ‐ what the beginning of this event ‐ this, this series
of events, means." ‐ American artist, Richard Nonas

In the text "Construction
in Process ‐ Before and
After" by Ryszard Wasko,
we can read:
"The organizing
committee of
CONSTRUCTION IN
PROCESS took as its basic
idea a statement of
Mieczyslaw Szczuka, one
of the founders of the
BLOK‐group and co‐
author of the manifesto
What is Constructivism.
He wrote in 1924: 'Art
cannot be a vain
ornament of society ‐ the
artist must cooperate in
the organization of life'."
("Cahier" ICSAC, Brussels,
1984)

Bethan Huws (1961‐)
Singing for the Sea, 1993Welsh artist
Bethan Huws’ personal memories and
cultural identity are at the core of her
intimate artworks. Since 1983, she has
made tiny boats from reeds, like those she
made as a child with her father in the rush
fields. Huws grew up speaking both Welsh
and English; and much of her work is based
around language. Another well known work
is the commissioned Artangel performance
and film Singing to the Sea, where The
Bistritsa Babi, a choir of Bulgarian
grandmothers, improvised an eerie song in
tune with the wind and the crash of waves
on a Northumberland beach.

Capelgwyn, 2011, Whitechapel Gallery

Sierra’s return to the Venice Biennale in 2003
comprised a major performance/installation for
the Spanish pavilion. Wall Enclosing a Space
involved sealing off the pavilion’s interior with
concrete blocks from floor to ceiling. On
entering the building, viewers were confronted
by a hastily constructed yet impregnable wall
that rendered the galleries inaccessible. Visitors
carrying a Spanish passport were invited to
enter the space via the back of the building,
where two immigration officers were inspecting
passports. All non‐Spanish nationals, however,
were denied entry to the pavilion, whose
interior contained nothing but gray paint
peeling from the walls, left over from the
previous year’s exhibition. The work was
“relational” in Bourriaud’s sense, but it
problematized any idea of these relations being
fluid and unconstrained by exposing how all our
interactions are, like public space, riven with
social and legal exclusions.

Santiago Sierra, Palabra Tapada (Covered word), 2003. Installation
view, Venice Biennale. Photo courtesy of Galerie Peter Kilchmann,
Zurich.

[Santiago Sierra ‐ Line Tattooed
on Six Paid People

Influenced by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
who contend that social
antagonism and conflict are essential components of
a healthy, fully functioning
democratic society, art historian Claire Bishop argues
that in order for critical reflection to occur, socially
collaborative practice should avoid what Shannon
Jackson has playfully termed ‘feel
good’ or ‘do good’ models.[3] Instead, Bishop
promotes projects that intentionally
structure ‘feel bad’ experiences for the gallery‐goer.
As she describes below, the
works produce a ‘difficult knot of affect’ and give rise
to a complex set of ethical
questions. Even more controversially, in defending
the work of notorious artists such
as Santiago Sierra and Artur Žmijewski, who clearly
refuse the other‐directed terms
of ‘do good’ practice, Bishop also appears to endorse
a ‘do bad’ model of
collaboration that courts charges of egoism and
manipulation.

Unser Gesangsbuch / Our
Songbook [2003], video still ©
Artur Zmijewski & Galerie Peter
Kilchmann, ZürichThe
protagonists in Our Songbook are
Polish Jews who emigrated to
Israel during or after World War II.
Artur Zmijewski went to a nursing
home for the elderly in Tel Aviv
and asked some women and men
to sing songs from their childhood
and youth in Polish: they sang
popular songs, songs about love,
patriotic songs, and the Polish
national anthem. A man sings a
patriotic song, falters, and can
only keep bringing out the refrain.
A woman starts to sing the Polish
national anthem, then hums on
because she can remember only
the first verse. The body language
– looking up or scratching the
head – betrays their difficulties
with remembering. It seems as if
they are searching for words and
melodies. The video work moves
between the problems of an
individual's ability to remember
and of historical collective
memory. The Polish language
builds a bridge between personal
memory and the lost history of
Polish Jewry.

Humphrey Jennings, Peter Finnemore, Rachel
Trezise, Paolo Ventura
On June 10th 1942, the Nazis obliterated the
Czechoslovakian village of Lidice. Within weeks
of the tragedy, work had begun on translating
those events into a film supported by the
Ministry of Information, London, and made in
South Wales. The result, The Silent Village by
Humphrey Jennings in 1943 both memorialises a
recent tragedy, and alludes to future scenarios
involving loss of liberty and ultimately death.

Influenced by the writings of philosopher John
Locke, Idea is the Object takes its cue from his
belief that ideas originate from one's
experience of the world and the materials
within it. Quite simply, ideas are the objects of
thought. These ideas are then the impetus for
the production of (art) objects that are placed
into the world, perpetuating the formation of
new ideas and allowing for this creative cycle to
proliferate and continue. The notion of
producing art born out of experience is implicit
in contemporary art practice, and is generally
understood on an intuitive level. Because of
this implicitness, less emphasis is placed on an
"experiential approach" to art‐making as an
organizing or unifying theme among artists.
Idea is the Object seeks to resist chronological,
medium based, or geographical classifications
in order to draw attention to the essential role
that experience plays in facilitating the
production and understanding of art objects.
Press Release; Idea is the Object Curated by Pavan
Segal and Tracy Parker July 12 ‐ August 24, 2012

IDEA IS THE OBJECT
“Idea is the object of thinking,” was
Locke’s exact phrase, and it reflects
his thesis — a wellspring of empirical
philosophy — that human knowledge
is based entirely on experience of the
world, its events and materials.
Implicit in this is the notion that the
material world is full of ideas
awaiting human extrapolation and,
perhaps, use by artists.
In the 2007 work “Stealing Beauty,” the
artist Guy Ben‐Ner inserts himself, along
with his wife, their two children and some
video cameras, into the furniture displays
of an Ikea store. Moving among the
displays, they conduct a reasonable
facsimile of family life. Dishes are done,
discipline imposed, discussions held
(private property is a topic), and everyone
tucks in for the night — in numerous beds
— as Ikea’s other customers wander
through.A fiction staged within a larger
fiction, Mr. Ben‐Ner’s video implies with
particular sharpness the show’s underlying
idea (or object): that the world is ripe for,
and better understood through, the form
of thinking that is art.

Aspects of the work include the
participatory nature of those who react and
interact with the chavs. The notion of
antagonistic art as theorized by Claire
Bishop's critique of Nicolas Bourriaud's
Relational Aesthetics (1998) has begun to
inform understanding of audience
participation and their annoyed and/or
suspicious reactions to the chavs. The
presence of such individuals in the art
gallery antagonizes the viewer until the
ruse is realized and the negativity directed
at the chavs dissipates into mirth. This
process suggests the work is an unethical
mimicry of a recognizable, feared and
ridiculed stereotype in contemporary
society. However parody has the potential
to unsettle commonly held stereotypes
through exaggeration and may affect a
change in the viewer that halts
assumption‐laden reactions. To positively
affect an audience, to enable it to re‐adjust
their acceptance and reiteration of
commonly held social beliefs validates the
unethical nature of the work and creates a
micro‐revolution; a positive outcome even
if only momentarily, if only for one amongst
a multitude.

Chav at First Sight Performance 2010 and Chav Grand Tour of Venice 2011

