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Introduction:

In my own art practice, I am concerned with how to be an artist that bypasses the commodification of art. In Grayson Perry’s Reith Lecture Playing to the Gallery, Lecture 3: Nice Rebellion: Welcome in (2013) he comments on these two interlinking concepts:

And the creative rebel - they like to think they’re sticking it to the man, they’re sticking it to the capitalist system… like one of them Occupy protestors. But of course what they don’t realise – by being all inventive and creative, they’re actually playing into capitalism’s hands because the lifeblood of capitalism is new ideas. They need new stuff to sell! You know people are going to get bored of the old stuff…. Karl Marx actually said … “The restless nature of capitalism,” … And the art world is a perfect sort of R&D department for capitalism… Pioneers will come along to buy art, hoping that their investment will pay off because their taste will become a wider trend in society. Investing in it will make it more likely to happen, gambling on the posterity of the object.

If Grayson Perry is right, how do we come up with new ideas but circumnavigate the capitalist system of commodifying artwork?

In this paper I will look at the commodification of art and modern culture in the UK. I shall commence with setting the scene of the Young British Artists – YBAs - phenomena in the establishment of a particular kind of taste and meaning then give examples of artists who have rebelled against and disrupted this, showing how they affect meaning and taste, then go on to provide an analysis of meaning and taste. Next, I will be identifying the possible ways in which artists can circumnavigate the commodification of art, ending with a summary of my investigation.

From the late 1980’s onwards, the art dealers, auction houses and emergence of the YBAs - who absorbed and appropriated celebrity culture – all helped create an artistic ideology of expectation for sensation and spectacle. This coalesced with the thriving art market’s demands to produce more manufactured types of art, which could then be successfully commodified to make the artists rich and famous. This was all at the expense of artistic or emotional authenticity. 

All aspects of our lives have been commodified. Neoliberalism has created a culture of hyper-individualism, caused consumerism to spiral out of control, encouraged materialist attitudes, financial greed, the stigmatization of compassion and brought about an overall selfishness and lack of respect for each other and the natural environment:

Neoliberalism has put an enormous effort into creating a commanding cultural apparatus and public pedagogy in which individuals can only view themselves as consumers. (Giroux, 2015, p. 170)

We live in the dizzying digital age, bombarded with an influx of information where our perception of reality is mediated by images. We have lost sight of some fundamental, human truths and responsibilities, lost touch with reality, with ourselves, with each other, with nature. How can we restore a sense of balance to our lives?

Capitalism is a type of logic; an unnatural, amoral, human invention, which reasons that anything and everything, tangible or intangible, can be commodified and sold in some way. Sociologist Beverley Skeggs also acknowledges the logic of capitalism is to blame:

We are living in a time when it is frequently assumed that the logic of capital has subsumed every single aspect of our lives, intervening in the organization of our intimate relations as well as the control of our time, including investments in the future (e.g. via debt). (Skeggs, 2014, p. 1)












[bookmark: _GoBack]Chapter One: The Commodification of Art in London Art Scenes

In 1985, London gallery owner Robert Fraser was quoted to say, “No one will ever make a contemporary art gallery work in this country”. (O’Hagan, 2014)

Swinging 60’s art gallerist and all-round champion of the new, Robert Fraser, wasn’t just a legend in the era of British Invasion and free love. His defeatist words to Victoria Miro, as he handed over the keys to his Mayfair gallery in 1985, shortly before his AIDS-related death in 1986, have since become the thing of legend by taking on a sizeable irony, over 30 years later:

Alongside New York, this is the capital of the 21st-century art world. In 2016, thanks almost exclusively to London, gallerists and auction houses in the UK accounted for  21 per cent of art sales globally – second only to those in the US (the total amount of art  sold worldwide last  year was $56.6bn). (Smart, 2017)

The Art Market 2018 analysis by Art Basel and UBS reported a 12% increase in total worldwide art sales in 2017 to $63.7bn, with the UK being responsible for 20% of this. (McAndrew, 2018)

Had Fraser lived another 30 years, he’d have seen a dramatic change in the London art scene he previously played such an integral part in developing. He would also be significantly wealthier.

In 1986, The London Stock Exchange deregulated, enabled electronic trading and opened up the stock market to foreign investment. Increased deregulation within the financial sector boosted London's already strong international financial position, brought increased domestic wealth and international money came flooding into London.

By 1988, the perfect time had come for the YBAs to blow away the cobwebs and wow the art establishment with their bold, fresh styles and takes on what people had come to term postmodern art. 




They successfully hijacked the rapidly increasing interest in celebrity culture and used it to transform and propel themselves from little-known artists to luminary superstars, as acknowledged by sociologist and cultural critic, Ellis Cashmore:

But today we credit a celebrity with inadvertent ingenuity for becoming involved in a moral indiscretion that manages to outrage and delight in such proportions that it creates rather than destroys their careers. (Cashmore, 2006, p. 143)

Critical theorists Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer conceived the term culture industry in Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (1944) to describe how the ruling order keeps us distracted and benumbed with popular culture. They perceived popular culture as comparable to an industrial workhouse, where homogenised and simplified cultural products are manufactured then distributed by various forms of media, with the goal of stupefying and pacifying the masses. Adorno & Horkheimer recognised that popular culture created in people a powerful yet false belief that they couldn’t do without the superfluous products they were being aggressively encouraged to spend their money on, consume then buy more of when bored:

The culture industry endlessly cheats its consumers out of what it endlessly promises. The promissory note of pleasure issued by plot and packaging is indefinitely prolonged; the promise, which actually comprises the entire show, disdainfully intimates that there is nothing more to come, that the diner must be satisfied with reading the menu. (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944, p. 111)

Along with the YBAs came the propensity to sell their daring and fashionable work for exorbitant prices in an increasing number of galleries around London. This brought about a dramatic escalation in the commodification of art and also an expansion of the artist’s statuses as celebrities, one feeding into the other in a loop. Their varied works, unique at the time, created a booming market and there was plenty of money and investors around to buy them.

This certainly wasn’t the start of the commodification of art. Religious leaders, for example, had been commissioning, patronising and directing artists for centuries already. 


To most buyers, art became something to invest your finances in and increase your capital with. Appreciation of assets started to replace personal appreciation of the artwork. As the art market increased in value, so did the demand for new work with a fixation on newness and a wow factor. The title of the YBA’s 1997 show Sensation says it all, with its emphasis on excitement, surprise, agitation, spectacle, fame, fortune and limelight for the artists involved.

This brought about a slow decline in quality of content and artistic integrity, as consumers came to expect - and artists expected to make – shocking, controversial, challenging work which outdid their predecessors and contemporaries.

This can be suitably summarised by The Courtauld Institute’s Julian Stallabrass, a renowned critic of the YBA’s. In his book High Art Lite – British Art In The 1990’s, he wrote:

As the art market revived [in the early- to mid- 1990s] and success beckoned, the new art became more evidently two-faced, looking still to the mass media and a broad audience but also to the particular concerns of the narrow world of art-buyers and dealers…. It has left a large audience for high art lite intrigued but unsatisfied, puzzled at the work's meaning and wanting explanations that are never vouchsafed. (Stallabrass, 1999, p. 11)

Once poor and unheard of artists like Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin, quickly became rich celebrities. Hirst’s work became progressively more expensive and shiny. A perfect example of this is his 2007 sculpture For the Love of God - a platinum cast of a human skull with 8,601 diamonds encrusted into it – which was put on sale for £50m.

[image: Damien Hirst - For The Love of God (2007)]
Fig. 1. For the Love of God (2007)






Fig. 2. I've Got It All (2000)








In Tracey Emin’s photograph I've Got It All (2000), she is ambiguously depicting her financial success in more than a singular way, which seems concurrently celebratory and overwhelming. Emin is acknowledging she’s prostituting herself as an artist to make money but is she ashamed of it? She’s morally ambivalent, publicly taking advantage of the Tory Thatcherite Yuppie culture and success of the YBA’s sales. She might as well be waving wads of notes at us and flagrantly drawling ‘LOADSAMONEY!’,[footnoteRef:1] as she revels in and shows off about her financial accomplishments. This perfectly reflects what the YBA’s were doing, and the change they were enacting to the London art scene at the time. She established her position in society and drew on financial capital, which was then converted to social capital then cultural capital. [1:  'LOADSAMONEY!' was the catchphrase of a character of the same name, created by author, actor and comedian Charlie Higson and played by comedian Harry Enfield. Loadsamoney was a working class character, who benefited from the free markets and entrepreneurialism policies set by the Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher. He always boasted about how much money he’d earned and reflected the financial success and greed encouraged by the Tory government's Neoliberal philosophy.] 


The modernists rebelled against the commodification of life by the using avante-garde mode of shock and disruption. The YBAs employed these same tactics a century later but with reversed intentions: to attract wealthy patrons instead of repelling them. Can this situation be reversed again to disconnect from wealthy patrons and the compulsory demand to participate in a commodified art world?

By taking the reason to create artwork away from the people responsible for commissioning and commodifying it, then employing shock tactics to dislocate expectations, an artist has the potential to create work which has the power to place the viewer in a place of vulnerability and amenability, which is conducive to being listened to and understood. In such an empathic state, the possibility to persuade the viewer that, for instance, excessive financial gain, consumerism and the commodification of art were damaging to everybody, is increased. 

Professor of Art History, Grant H. Kester, agrees:

The motive behind the avant-garde rhetoric of shock and disruption is complex (and even paradoxical): to make the viewer more sensitive and receptive to the natural world, other beings, and other forms of experience. (Kester, 2004, p. 27)

Kester speaks of the rise of the avant-garde in the mid-nineteenth century and their belief that if the authenticity of art were to endure, the bilateral relationship between the artist and their aristocratic supporters must be “severed through shock, attack and dislocation.” (Kester, 2004, p. 26)

Kester asserts that for the authenticity of art to survive, artists need to disconnect themselves from the monetised commissioning and commodification of the finished product, which demands a certain type of work from people who could afford it. For an artist to be free, if freedom is defined by the ability to express oneself in whatever way one feels, whenever one feels it, their impetus for creating something must be borne of free will and not motivated by financial reward. 

Most artists I encounter are copying or trying to outdo each other, both in desperate attempts to either compete against individuality to be accepted, make as much money as possible, or get as famous as possible. The majority of work I encounter lacks emotion, humour and relatability and this is why I am largely put-off galleries and degree shows of the so-called avante-garde in London. Kester concurs: “We are reduced to an atomized pseudo-community of consumers, our sensibilities dulled by spectacle and repetition.” (Kester, 2004, p. 29)

How do we encourage artists to avoid the pitfalls of making work specifically to sell? Now that this culture is in place, can it be stopped? Should it be stopped? What might replace it? Are we doomed to inevitably imperil ourselves by attempting to overthrow such a system?














Chapter Two: Rebellion and Disruption

In 1999, artists Charles Thomson and Billy Childish - Tracey Emin’s partner at the time - established the anti-conceptual art movement ‘Stuckism’. This was in proud defiance to Emin’s derisive comments of Childish’s figurative painting being “Stuck!” (Milner, 2004, p. 7)

In the same year Thomson wrote the Stuckism manifesto, elusive and activistic street artist, Banksy, released Girl With Balloon (2004).

More recently, Banksy rebelled against the consumerist art market by rigging a framed copy of Girl With Balloon (2004) to self-destruct after its purchase at Sotheby’s, using guerrilla tactics to turn his 2D print into multimedia performance art. He achieved this using a hidden, built-in shredder to a modified frame, during one of the most active weeks in the London art market calendar: Frieze art fair. Banksy then proclaimed this to be a new work entitled Love is in the Bin (2018). In doing this, he provided a shift in the focus of meaning from the content of the painting to a self-sabotaging act of auto-destruction. This process became a new artwork and much more profound and important than the original print.

The Guardian journalist Jonathan Jones aptly summarised this:

For once, an artist has genuinely pissed all over the system that reduces art to nothing but a commodity. What happened at Sotheby’s is Banksy’s greatest work. He has said something that needed to be said: art is being choked to death by money. The market turns imagination into an investment and protest into decor for some oligarch’s house. (Jones, 2018)

[image: ]
Fig. 3. Love is in the Bin (2018)

















Perhaps Sotheby’s were in on the stunt and used it for viral publicity? Even if they were, it doesn’t diminish Banksy’s point. He may’ve won a battle for our side by speaking out against the commodification of art, but the artwork has since tripled in value, so the war rages on in capitalism’s favour.

I’ve not heard of anyone attempting to stand up to the art establishment in this way since the K Foundation burned £1m, in a disused boathouse on the remote Scottish Isle of Jura, on August 23, 1994. (Higgs, 2012 p. 1-8)

The K Foundation, previously known as music artists The KLF, comprised of Scottish musicians Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty. Due to their experiences within the music business and negative view of its current state, they became motivated to undermine the music and art world by performing several acts of protest. The first was to fire blanks from machine guns into the audience at the 1992 Brit Awards, when they performed in honour of The KLF being nominated Best Band. (Higgs, 2012 p. 193)


Fig. 4. Bill Drummond at The BRIT Awards (1992)

The following year, they protested the 1993 Turner Prize in similar style. Under their new name The K Foundation, they announced that YBA Rachel Whiteread was the “worst artist of the year” (Higgs, 2012 p. 219-213) and awarded her the title and prize money of £40,000 - twice the sum of the Turner Prize money – as long as it could be publically granted to her amid the Turner Prize celebrations outside the Tate, otherwise it would be burned.

In 1992, The KLF deleted their entire back catalogue and went underground to avoid accusations that burning the money would benefit them in terms of income (Higgs, 2012 p. 200-201). Was this really a daring gamble to up the odds of increasing their profits, or were they inevitably doomed to face allegations of greed by openly documenting the destruction of their earnings?
























Chapter Three: Meaning, Magic and Taste

Cauty and Drummond were influenced by the concept of Discordianism, a belief system that the universe is underpinned by chaos. It cites that both order and disorder are spurious manmade concepts, relationally dependent on each other to mutually exist, which should therefore be disregarded for chaos. The origins of Discordianism come from the book Principia Discordia (1963) by Greg Hill and Kerry Wendell Thornley, under the pseudonyms Malaclypse the Younger and Lord Omar Khayyam Ravenhurst respectively.

Rather than a specifically intended rally against the commodification of art, Cauty and Drummond displayed their discontent by creating chaos via a publicity stunt to raise awareness then disrupt and rearrange the current structure and trend. Giving no definitive reason has kept people constantly questioning the meaning of their act. Instead of ruining the mystique of these deeds through categorical explanation, like Banksy’s Love is in the Bin (2018), they also shifted the focus of meaning on to the process of the act itself, which was arguably the whole point.

Fellow musician David Bowie was famous for providing us with nonsensical yet entertaining art, balanced alongside his considerable talent. To make authentic art, it is necessary to keep people interested by trying out new ideas to produce new material, while at the same time keeping them guessing as to the meaning of the content and how it was produced. It goes the same for any art form.

Cauty and Drummond’s friend, writer Alan Moore, describes Bowie as an “enduring influence” (Pea, 2017) and likens art to magic, saying that mystique is important in creating authentic, long-lasting art:

Magic and Art are the same… Which is why Magic is referred to as The Great Art. They are both technologies of Will, both about pulling rabbits out of hats and creating something where there was nothing. (Kaveney, 2005)

Moore’s words mirror the maxim ‘don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story’, which elevates entertainment above truth and meaning, or, to put it another way, process above product.

Authentic art should be something you’ve never experienced before yet relatable enough to be understood through the murky window of autonomous art making, which artist and author Pablo Helguera says needs “opacity and ambiguity to exist.” (Helguera, 2011, p 14) I agree that authentic art has to be such that it can be left open to personal interpretation. It should not be so obvious that people aren’t surprised or challenged, as this would be letting your audience down. However, art shouldn’t be so cryptic that the public are put off and shut out, nor so sensationalist that their concept of good art comprises that of shock, controversy and grand spectacle. In that way, we would also be letting the viewer down.

A lyrical device Bowie regularly employed was the cut-up technique. He took random clippings of newspaper text and mixed them with his own words to create lyrics (Jones, 2015), which became more interesting and exciting than if he’d planned an intended narrative or meaning. This often made the process of his writing more meaningful than any intended meaning of his lyrics. Again, it’s not the finished product but the process which is important.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Bowie discovered the cut-up technique through author and beat poet, William Burroughs, who helped popularise it with his friend and artist, Brion Gysin, in 1959. The origin of the cut-up technique can be traced back to Tristan Tzara of the Dada movement, when he first described the method in TO MAKE A DADAIST POEM in the July/August 1920 issue of Littérature. (Tzara, 1920, cited in Ades, 2004, p199-200)] 


The Dada movement emerged during the chaos and devastation of World War I and was a direct reaction to it. The philosophy of the Dada movement mixes sense with nonsense and seeks to disrupt the status quo by creating discord through confusion. This subverts our concept of reality and meaning, creating a new way to relate to life. This leaves the viewer who is seeking predictable, pre-existing meaning both puzzled and disgruntled in their questioning and bewilderment, while leaving the viewer who understands and embraces chaos, entertained and amused at the absurd nature of reality and hilarity of the nonsensical.

The Dada movement was inspired by philosopher Søren Kierkegaard’s theories of Absurdism and Existentialism: the propensity of mankind to seek meaning, yet consistently be frustrated by the disharmony and impossibility of achieving it. Existentialism was a departure from grand narratives, such as socialism and religion. It promoted free will of the individual and postulated that people should live their lives with authenticity: a congruence of inner belief, which mirrors one's behaviour, and being true to themselves despite the demands of the outside world. I believe this insistence on being true to oneself was crucial in teaching us how to take responsibility and control away from external influences.
As well as life being inherently meaningless and chaotic, human beings are also prone to various forms of self-deception, especially interpretation and memory. Our minds are epistemologically unreliable and we can’t even depend on them to construct a true rendition of our identities and experiences. (Mazzoni, 2018)

Concepts of taste are constantly shifting depending on time and culture. Philosopher David Hume believed that taste was intersubjective; not merely determined by our intrinsic, subjective perceptions and preferences, nor determined by that of others, but by a combination of both:

There are certain terms in every language, which import blame, and others praise; and all men, who use the same tongue, must agree in their application of them. (Hume, 1757, p. 204)

This tells us that we have the capacity to determine the integrity of an artwork for ourselves but that we are also simultaneously influenced by the standards of others. 

This leads me to the understanding that if taste has been set in the aforementioned dissatisfactory styles and trends, it can again be repositioned and redefined to a higher standard, one where the impetus to make art is for reasons of integrity: with honesty of emotion, hard work, made primarily for yourself.














Chapter Four: Rationales for making art and Outsider Artists

Art with authorial authenticity is akin to philosophical enquiry: it is a quest of discovery. The artist is fascinated by the magical process of making something out of nothing and enjoys the feeling of authorship, or control in a world where they don't have control over things elsewhere.

Authentic art comes from a person deciding to honestly translate their emotion and experience into something which has never existed before, through focus, persistence and skill. This is unique to them as a singular, complex human being. 

Whatever meaning that was intended to be contained within the finished piece, a higher meaning comes from the artist who adheres to the above definition during production. There is more meaning in the process of art making than the finished article.

I’d now like to talk about the different rationales for art making. You can sacrifice the crucial integrity of your creative output by producing artwork to please others, or you can resolve to make work with more authentic intentions. I will now provide some examples of this.

The Constructivists, influenced by the Russian revolutionary demands of 1917, dispensed with producing autonomous art, experimented with collective art making and were only concerned with assembling work which would benefit the majority of society, as opposed to just the fortunate few.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Interestingly, lots of Constructivists didn’t even consider themselves artists, instead using the term in a derogatory way, as they believed they’d transcended art and replaced it with the superior practice of working with, and for each other.] 


Sculptor Henry Moore was inspired by the Constructivists and also believed in art for a social purpose: art for all. He wanted everyone to be able to access and enjoy the creative output of him and his peers, and to get rid of the elitist attitudes synonymous with the establishment. Moore would often give his sculptures away, or insist that the ones he sold be displayed in public places. At the heart of this is his wanting to connect with and be of benefit to people.

‘Outsider Art’ - also known as ‘Art Brut’, ‘Raw Art’, ‘Naïve Art’, ‘Intuitive art’ and ‘Visionary art’ – refers to truly varying works made by unknown people, usually unskilled, untrained and self-taught, with private intent and personal commitment. The term, invented in 1972 by art historian Roger Cardinal, has negative connotations. 
It suggests otherness and separation from the artistic elite: ego-driven people, who take themselves far too seriously. Artist Jean Dubuffet had previously conceived the terms Art Brut and Raw Art to describe works made by patients in the insane asylums of the 1940’s:

Works executed by persons free from artistic culture, in which therefore mimicry, unlike what happens among intellectuals, has little or no share, so that their authors draw everything (subjects, choice of materials used, means of transposition, rhythms, ways of writing, etc.) of their own background and not clichés of classical art or fashionable art. (Dubuffet, 1949)

Dubuffet also described this type of art as, “Art that hasn’t been cooked by culture.” (Journeys into the Outside, Episode 3, at 35 minutes 54 seconds, 1999)

In Channel 4’s Journeys into the Outside (1999), filmmaker Martin Wallace and musician Jarvis Cocker investigate many examples of Outsider Art made by people all over the world. One well-known example covered in the broadcast is that of Ferdinand Cheval, a French postman, who built the enchanting Palais Idéal. In 1879, he tripped over a rock while delivering mail and was so charmed by the shape of it, that he spent the next 33 years building his dream palace, entirely on his own:

I was not a builder, I had never handled a mason’s trowel, I was not a sculptor. The chisel was unknown to me; not to mention architecture, a field of which I remained totally ignorant… Everything you can see, passer-by, is the work of one peasant, who, out of a dream, created the queen of the world… (Mingren, 2017)

[image: C:\Users\Alex\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Fig. 7. Palais Idéal (2015).jpg]
Fig. 5. Palais Idéal (2015)


















Cheval’s structure is an ideal example of authentic art and – an albeit lengthy - process being of equal importance to the finished piece. He followed his own impulses, had no thought of making money from his project and through skill, persistence and focus, created a magical palace where once there was nothing.
 
Jarvis Cocker studied at Central Saint Martins in the early 1990’s. It was there he fell in love with Outsider Art, after reading about it in Roger Cardinal’s 1972 book of the same title:

After three years at an art college, the idea of people who made art from some inner compulsion, rather than wanting to show off, appealed to me. And that stayed with me after. (Petridis, 2016)

Cocker’s journey into Outsider Art led him to James Brett, founder of non-profit touring art institute The Museum of Everything, which he launched in 2009. In 2016, he teamed up with Cocker, who helped curate the inaugural show of The Gallery of Everything - in which he exhibited some of his own work - in Marylebone, London. Finally, these authentic artists are being recognised for their talent at the same level, and in the same place, as other, established London art scenes.

Quite rightly, Brett doesn’t like the term Outsider Art:

‘Non-academic artists’ definitely describes them in one way, and ‘private art-making’ describes the core of it, because almost all of these artists started making art for a private purpose. (Petridis, 2016)

The pejorative term Outsider Art draws a distinction from being inside to outside of organised art establishments the world over, discrediting and ostracising artists who choose to ignore established movements and styles, while resisting the commodification of their work. They are compelled to create for themselves and often don’t - or can’t - explain the nature of their work, or why they are doing it, making the process meaningful rather than the content. 





Cocker discovered this on his journey:

Because almost all of the artists I met on that journey, the one question they could never answer was, ‘Why do you do it?’ That seemed to be a completely superfluous question – it was like they had to do it, and through doing it they would find some peace and contentment. And I think we’re all a bit like that. We all have to find something that we love to do that makes us feel OK in the world. (Petridis, 2016)

Although some people suffering ill mental health experience compulsions, and derive catharsis from, creating, building and fixing things, not all private art-makers have mental health issues. At the centre of private art-making is personal satisfaction.

There is a tradition with Outsider Artists to make work available for everyone to enjoy, not just those who can afford it. The Museum of Art Brut in Lausanne, Switzerland, opened in 1976, consisting of the entirety of Jean Dubbuffet’s Art Brut collection, which he generously donated in 1971. Professor, art historian and author, Michel Thévoz, curated the museum from its opening until 2001. He also has strong opinions about the commodification of art, the lack of authenticity throughout the art establishment and the importance of private art-makers:

They all have a magical, mythological quality. These people are rediscovering a creative function that we've lost in the West. This function is not to create beauty. It's a sacred or primitive function… People are beginning to realise that they've often been taken for a ride and that some supposedly ‘great artists' are rubbish! People are looking for a more authentic art: art that's more essential and intense. Art Brut is a totally disinterested art created by people who don't care about success or wealth. I think that's why it's becoming more highly valued. (Journeys into the Outside, Episode 3, at 37 minutes 12 seconds, 1999)

Brett is interested in marketing the work of the artists he exhibits, which throws up difficult questions about the possible corruption of the authenticity of private art-making. This is beneficial for these artists, as they finally achieve recognition, as well as making money from their labour. The danger here is that the reason to make work can be hijacked by the incentive to make money, potentially sacrificing the authenticity of their work.

When asked about these concerns, Brett’s reply confirms my claims:

You’re 100% right… If I’m working with an artist, I need to make sure they’re not making work to order – it would be less strong if somebody wants to please. It’s a minefield. (Petridis, 2016)

Although Banksy has a high public profile and his art is very socially and politically motivated, his use of unauthorized, publically placed graffiti - which he can’t make money from - and hidden identity keep him outside of the establishment, making him fascinating and in some ways unique in the modern art world, remaining true to the philosophy of guerrilla art. This allows him a certain crossover status as an Outsider Artist.

Jimmy Cauty is now a self-proclaimed outsider artist and also contributed artwork for Banksy’s Dismaland project in 2015.






Fig. 6. Model Village (The Aftermath Dislocation Principle) (2016)













Returning to Kester’s Conversation Pieces (2004) as discussed in Chapter One, he compares YBA Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) and The Art of Change’s West Meets East (1992). Both were made at a similar time and operated within neighbouring communities, in London’s East End district of Bow. Whiteread worked in an avante-garde tradition of shock and dislocation and was well-documented and lauded in the press, while the dialogical model which Art of Change worked in was barely mentioned. Art historian and critic, Clare Bishop, reports that “… collective projects are more difficult to market than works by individual artists.” (Bishop, 2006, p. 178) but since the late 1990’s, socially-engaged practices have enjoyed an increase in visibility and popularity.

House was a concrete cast of the interior space of a soon-to-be-demolished home in a financially poor area.
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Fig. 7. House (1993)

















Kester says that House wasn’t intended to conventionally teach us something, describing it as a “random or intentionless tabula rasa.” (Kester, 2004, p. 20) He goes on to say:

We are constantly framing our experience of the world through representational systems… They lead us to believe that the world is a fixed and orderly place and that we occupy a privileged position of stability and coherence within it. The role of art is to remind us of the illusory nature of that coherence – to show us that our perceptions, and our very identities, are shifting, unstable, and contingent. (Kester, 2004, p. 20)

Kester reports that the nonart public gave negative responses to House, who in turn were condemned as uncultured by the critics. He observed that they arrogantly and erroneously put themselves in a position of higher intellectual standing than the people who simply found nothing they could relate to or enjoy:

Is it possible to imagine an artwork that would retain the power to challenge fixed or conventional meanings without dividing its audience into philistines or cognoscenti? (Kester, 2004, p. 21-22)

The textile and photomontage work of West Meets East (1992), displayed on billboards around the area it which it was researched, was based on considerable dialogue with local residents.

The young, female Bengali participants were encouraged by The Art of Change's Lorraine Neeson to explore the shared commonalities between the Western and Eastern cultures they spanned. This resulted in a denim jacket being sewn together with a sari and documented through the combined mediums of photomontage and textile. These were then displayed on the billboards around the community and seen by thousands of people in the area.
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Fig. 8. West Meets East (1992)
















This personal, participatory community arts project was respectfully well-researched through caring human interaction. It made sense to and enriched the collaborators lives - and no doubt the lives of others in the community – and avoided commodification. Referring back to Hume’s observation on how taste is ascertained, communing and the sharing of ideas are at the heart of both the construction of taste and relational practices: “The intersubjective space created through these projects becomes the focus—and medium—of artistic investigation.” (Bishop, 2006, p. 179)

As I outlined in Chapter One, the modernists employed the avante-garde model of shock and dislocation to disconnect themselves from their wealthy patrons. Can the differences in the avante-garde and dialogical approach be combined to work successfully together, as Kester suggests:

Modern art theory can provide valuable resources in developing a collaborative and dialogical model of aesthetic experience, even as it retains a fundamental bias against art practices that operate outside the avant-garde framework of disruption and ambiguity. (Kester, 2004, p. 25)



















Summary:

I see the demands of the market as the main contributor to the present culture of art commodification. This encourages homogeneity of style and mediocrity; demand for what people want artists to make, as opposed to what artists want to make.

I still strongly oppose the commodification of art, especially the commissioning of art for financial reward. It tends to dictate what is expected from artists and encourages us to follow banal trends, produce uninspired work, stymies expression and curtails individuality. This pressure to conform to the whims and dictates of the market turns artists into businessmen, rather than expressers of original or personal ideas. If they produce work in this context, under these conditions, their work will reflect that. It’s acceptable to sell your artwork, as long as it doesn’t dictate what you make, or why you make it.

If something happens with enough repetition, it runs the risk of becoming normalised.  People start to think that this is how it should be because this is how it currently is, and a culture of acceptance and assimilation is born. As artists, why should we be forced to compromise our chosen methods of expression? Surely this kills and nullifies expression itself, instead turning us into manufacturers for the demands of the present trend? If an artist makes work for reasons external to their own need for personal and private expression, can it still be classified as an artwork? 

We are expected to fit into a certain tradition amidst the backdrop of postmodern art, inflamed by late capitalism.

There's nothing wrong with wanting to make a living from your own artwork but we need to stop seeing art as commodity as one of the primary reasons to produce it. Should making a living be one of the primary reasons to produce art? Can you live in authenticity and simultaneously support yourself financially? Community-based art projects involving participation is a good way of doing this.

The time of the elitist, esoteric, exclusive establishment has passed. We need to move on now, together, away from exclusion, into a new, honest, more realistic understanding that creative practices are human and accessible to everybody willing to participate. The increase in acceptance and popularity of private art-makers reflect that a growing number of people feel the same.
We need to renew the outdated paradigm of who artists are, which enforces the backward theory that there are artists and non-artists. The hard line is that everyone has the ability to express themselves. Yes, there are people for whom creative practices come naturally to, but everyone is an artist. The truth is that some of us have increased needs to make art to our higher sensitivity and vulnerability, so we tend to indulge in creating more and become better at those practices earlier in our lives than others without such needs. People see us making things out of necessity, because it keeps us more sane and calm, centred and healthy, productive and fulfilled, they say that we're creative and they're not, that they'd like to be like us, if only they were creative too, which is untrue: everyone can learn to draw; everyone can learn to shape things with their hands - and so on.

Creative practices are just a series of states of mind, underpinned by self-belief and self-confidence. Fear of expressing oneself needs to be culturally stamped out and exposed as the imposter it really is: a societal control mechanism to discourage people to strut their individuality, dressed up as social acceptability. In the UK, 'the empire's new clothes' need to be stripped bare, so we can all run proudly naked, happy in our own skins. My coda echoes Jarvis Cocker's final message in Journeys in to the Outside: “Go on, I dare you.”
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