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While the American art wo rld of the 1980s is often
associated with the curious coexistence of ‘ d e a t h
of the author’ postmodernism and hairy - ch e s t e d
N e o - ex p re s s i o n i s m ,t h e re was another eve n t , mu ch
less noted at the time, that was to have a consider-
able impact on the future of contempora ry art. I t
was the gradual movement of women and va r i o u s
minority groups into the art wo rld through teach-
ing positions, and through the nonpro fit artists’
space sector that emerged during the 1970s.1

Their nu m b e rs we re never overwhelming and
acceptance was almost always gr u d g i n g , but by
the early '90s the absolute dominance of white
men as artists and in key gatekeeper positions in
the arts (cura t o rs ,t e a ch e rs ,c r i t i c s , e t c . ) , was bro-
ke n . L i ke most demographic shifts this one pre-
cipitated a back l a s h . H oweve r, in the cultura l ly
enlightened precincts of the art wo rld it wa s n ’t
a c c e p t able to openly attack people on the basis of
their sexuality or skin colour. I n s t e a d , the back-
lash ex p ressed itself indire c t ly; often thro u g h
a t t a cks on the theoretical discourses that emerg e d
at around the same time, w h i ch critiqued the art
historical canon from the pers p e c t ive of class,
ra c e ,s exuality or gender (feminism, queer theory,
postcolonial theory, and so on). Long simmering
resentments would occasionally burst forth in less
g u a rded fo r m . Th u s , in 1989, p h o t ographic histori-
an Bill Jay issued a manifesto of sorts attack i n g
the Wo m e n ’s Caucus of the Society fo r
P h o t ographic Education as a ‘nasty little pimple
on the face of photographic education’, run by
‘ f rothing at the mouth feminist leftists’ who we re
using ‘scurrilous feminist propaganda’ to ‘ d i s t o r t ’
and ‘ s u bvert’ the fie l d . One doesn’t have to be a
student of Freud to re c og n i ze that Jay ’s hostility
was motivated by something slightly more thre a t-
ening than the decision to assign Jacqueline Rose
readings in art history seminars .2

I was editing A f t e r i m a g e t h rough the better
part of the '90s, a journal that was known for cov-
ering aspects of independent media art pra c t i c e
( s u ch as activist wo rk around AIDS or lab o u r
i s s u e s ,Th i rd Cinema, and community-based pho-
t ogra p hy) that we re genera l ly ignored by the
m a i n s t ream art pre s s . We conducted a re a d e r ’s
s u rvey in 1992, and while most of the re s p o n s e s
we re supportive we also re c e ived a number that
we re highly critical (‘Less on and on descriptions
of politically - c o r rect film and video. E n o u g h
a l re a dy with the third wo rld video; yo u ’ ve seen
o n e , yo u ’ ve seen them all’, e t c . ) .3 What I fo u n d
p a r t i c u l a rly interesting at the time was the consis-
tent yoking together of attacks on art produced by
b l a ck , Asian and Latin American artists, or gay s
and lesbians, and attacks on particular theore t i c a l
p a radigms (queer theory, f e m i n i s m ,M a r x i s m ,
e t c . ) , as if these we re somehow identical. I sup-
p o s e , in a way, that they we re , although not in the
c o n s p i ratorial sense that some of our re a d e rs
i m a g i n e d . Th e o ry during the 1980s and early '90s
facilitated an epistemological break with earl i e r
p a radigms in art pra c t i c e . It was a way fo r
younger artists and critics to clear some space
b e t ween themselves and the norms that gove r n e d
art-making at the time. F u r t h e r, it tended to
‘ p roblematise’ (to use the language of the day )
concepts like self-ex p re s s i o n , the unive rsality of
a r t , and cre a t ive genius that a lot of artists pre-
f e r red to embody rather than question; to make
artists self-conscious about their priv i l e g e . Th e
distance from conventional models of artistic iden-
tity opened up by theoretical re s e a rch was inv i g o-

rating for some and debilitating for others . I think
the effect on stra i g h t , white artists of seeing gay s
and lesbians, b l a ck people, and other ‘ o t h e rs ’
beginning to exhibit in ‘their’ galleries and teach
in ‘their’ departments could be similarly disorient-
i n g .

Old Martinis in New Shake r s
In the absence of a new paradigm the attack on
what might be loosely termed ‘postmodern’ art
and theory could only go so fa r. Th e re was an
o bvious intellectual market for a theory that could
p re s e rve the cherished truths of conventional art
p ractice (the magical power of the artwo rk to tra n-
scend its commodity status, the artist as a hero i c
v i s i o n a ry, the primacy of taste, and the aristocra t i c
p l e a s u res of the collector and the connoisseur)
while insulating the artist from ch a rges of elitism
or co-option by the art marke t . That new para-
digm began to take shape around the concept of
beauty during the early 1990s. This wa s n ’t yo u r
m o t h e r ’s beauty; but ra t h e r, a re t o o l e d ,s l i g h t ly
r i s ky beauty that was simu l t a n e o u s ly sexy and
p o l i t i c a l ly dangero u s . It found its Je remiah in the
p e rson of Dave Hickey, author of the wildly suc-
cessful books The Invisible Dragon: Four Essays on
Beauty (1994) and Air Guitar: Essays on Art and
D e m o c racy ( 1 9 9 7 ) . H i ckey has made something of
a career posing as the perennial outsider whose
home truths are just a little too real for the cul-
t u rati to tolera t e . L i t e ra l ly ‘too cool for sch o o l ’ ,
despite the fact that he’s a tenu red professor at
the Unive rsity of Neva d a ,H i ckey has now attained
the status of a cultural demigod; celeb rated by
s u ch bellwe t h e rs of midd l eb row taste as the
Christian Science Monitor and the Wall Stre e t
Jo u r n a l , and awa rded a half million dollar ‘ g e n i u s ’
f e l l owship by the MacArthur Fo u n d a t i o n .

The Invisible Dra g o n was pro b ab ly the most
w i d e ly read book among American art school stu-
dents of the last decade.This is curious, because a
good bit of Hickey ’s spleen is vented towa rds uni-
ve rsity studio progra m s . But of course that’s pre-
c i s e ly the appeal. H i ckey provides a way fo r
students to sneer at the (parental) institutions
t h rough which they pass, sampling the pleasure s
of institutional compromise while deferring just a
bit longer the inev i t able Oedipal re s o l u t i o n .

H oweve r, I think there was a deeper appeal in
H i ckey ’s wo rk ,e m b e dded in the somew h a t
l abyrinthine account of aesthetic experience that
he presents in between stories designed to adve r-
tise his d e m i m o n d a i n e re a l n e s s . H i ckey presents a
n a r ra t ive of loss in which the ‘old’ art wo rld of his
yo u t h , populated by iconoclastic dealers and boho
artists and writers dire c t ly out of central casting,
has been replaced by an impers o n a l ,b u re a u c ra-
tised and moralistic maze of kunsthalle, I CA s ,
public funding agencies, and graduate progra m s ,
dedicated to ev i s c e rating all that was joyful and
spontaneous in art and turning it into a pious
i m p rovement scheme replete with wall texts and
pedantic catalogue essay s . In the good old day s
the art wo rld was ruled by iconoclastic but sav v y
d e a l e rs like Leo Castelli and Paula Cooper, w h o
we re less concerned with making a buck than
with the sheer love of art. E ven an unknown ‘ c ow-
b oy’ like Hickey could wander into their ‘ l i t t l e
s t o res’ and ‘ find things out’. Art dealers are ,i n
H i ckey ’s account, no different from the guy who
runs the Billabong Surf Shop; bubbling over with
ex c i t e m e n t , and eager to share it with any passer-
by, collector or not.4 The art market isn’t some
gilded prison run for the benefit of arriviste yup-
pies and blue blood culture vulture s ,i t ’s just a
b u n ch of passionate enthusiasts united by their
l ove of art; more like a Star Trek convention than
a business.

And then the darkness came and the little
s t o res we re made to feel ashamed. Art became
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i zed and pro f e s s i o n a l i zed with the
expansion of college-level studio education and
public art funding. R i ch collectors don’t re a l ly
‘ own’ art, t h ey are more like care t a ke rs or hobby-
i s t s , but academics are another matter. ‘All the
t re a s u res of culture we re divvied up,’ as Hickey
w r i t e s , ‘and owned by pro f e s s o rs , as certainly as
m i l l i o n a i res own the beach - f ronts of Maine.’
During the 1970s and '80s a bunch of puritanical
d o - g o o d e rs started raising questions about com-
m o d i fic a t i o n ,t rying to police the otherwise unin-
hibited desires set free by the pleasure machine of
the marke t . H i ckey legitimates this rather san-
guine embrace of privatised art by re l e n t l e s s ly
staging his own mu n i ficent openness; shocking the
stodgy pro f e s s o rs by embracing Norman Rock we l l
and Roseanne in the same breath as Po n t o r m o
and Mapplethorp e .5 H ow could Leo Castelli’s
artists be elitist when the pleasures that their
wo rks evo ke are no different than those to be
found on the Vegas strip or the cover of the
S at u r d ay Evening Po s t?

Art schools are only part of the pro b l e m ,
a c c o rding to Hickey. The p r i mum mobile of this
vast left-wing conspira cy is, of all things, t h e
National Endowment for the A r t s . This is a ra t h e r
re m a rk able claim, g iven that the NEA’s budget at
its height was well under $200 million (the equiva-
lent of five Van Gogh canvases at 1987 prices),
o n ly a small portion of which ever went to fund
c o n t e m p o ra ry visual art. N eve r t h e l e s s ,H i ckey
e n d ows the NEA with a re m a rk ab ly effic i e n t
m a l evo l e n c e ,a rguing that it effective ly ‘ t ra n s-
formed the institutional art wo rld into a gove r n-
m e n t - regulated industry ’ .6 H i ckey's particular
genius was to link the concept of beauty with a
kind of potted libertarianism that naturalised the
relationship between ‘ d e s i re’ and the marke t ,a t
p re c i s e ly the moment that a recrudescent capital-
ism (fuelled by the stock market boom of the '90s)
was coming to dominate American political dis-

The world he has lost
D ave Hickey ’s beauty treat m e n t
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c o u rs e . H e re is Hickey, doing a cre d i t able imper-
sonation of conserva t ive icon Milton Friedman: ‘ a l l
our basic ideas about horizontal re l a t i o n s h i p s
b e t ween people derive from the premises of con-
t ract law. The whole purpose of a commercial con-
t ract is to establish the equality of the two people
who enter into the contract… in my view… the
basic pragmatic justification for the existence of
legal rights is the conditions of commerc e .’
‘ C o m m e rce is a simple thing,’ Hickey continu e s ,
‘ When I was an art dealer: I have [sic] paintings,
you have money, you want paintings, I wa n t
m o n ey… It is a lateral re l a t i o n s h i p, an ex ch a n g e
b e t ween equals, an ex change of desire .’7 One may
be fo rg iven for failing to re c og n i ze the image of
the market presented here , as a neutral mech a-
nism for organising ‘ l a t e ral’ ex change among
‘equal’ subjects, in an era of NA F TA ,G AT T, a n d
the rampant monopolisation and centralisation of
both capital and political power in mu l t i n a t i o n a l
c o n g l o m e ra t e s . In Hickey's wo rld desire is simply
one more commodity to be bought and sold—it
p rovides the psychic energy needed to fuel the
consumption of commodities on which the marke t
itself depends.

Voodoo Aesthetics
In Hickey's Gingr i ch-ian narra t ive the state is cast
as the puritanical killjoy that dictates to the indi-
vidual on behalf of a gr u d g i n g ly tolerated concept
of the public good, while the market is the domain
of personal fre e d o m . H i ckey thus projects a clas-
sic libertarian opposition between the re p re s s ive
state (standing for morality and the regulation of
d e s i re) and the ‘ f ree’ (libidinal) wo rld of marke t
ex change (filled with self-actualising indiv i d u a l s
fo l l owing their desire ) , onto the art wo rl d .H i ckey
postulates a kind of Nietzschean dynamic in which
it is the interaction between these two essentially
autonomous fo rc e s , the Apollonian state and the
D i o nysian free marke t , that provides the impetus
for contempora ry art and culture . But in the US
untangling the interests of the state from those of
the private sector (given the current system of
s u b s i d i e s , tax bre a k s ,t a r i f f s , defence contra c t i n g ,
and outright corp o rate we l fa re) would be diffic u l t
if not impossible. N ow h e re in his account of the
e m a n c i p a t o ry powe rs of the market is there any
a ck n owledgment of the long tradition of critical
thought directed pre c i s e ly at questioning the
ostensible neutrality of the ‘ h o r i zontal’ re l a t i o n-
ship established in contract law (civil rights case
wo rk being only one ex a m p l e ) , within a larg e r
legal system that is heav i ly biased towa rds the
i n t e rests of pro p e r t y.

H i ckey ’s analysis of contempora ry art thus
hinges on a mythic image of the market system
w h i ch tra n s forms the greed that drives capitalist
a c c u mulation into desire; a natural and eve n
e m a n c i p a t o ry component of human subjectiv i t y.
This hypostatisation of an undifferentiated desire
l e aves us no way to understand the social and
political implications of ostensibly personal ch o i c-
es or tastes. The sprawling cottage industry of
D e l e u zean studies notwithstanding, this sort of
u n c r i t i c a l , ahistorical cult of the consumer has
c l e a rly re a ched its sell-by date, e s p e c i a l ly in a
c o u n t ry that has so stre nu o u s ly defended the
s a c rosanct ‘ f reedom’ of its citizens to gorge them-
s e l ves endlessly on the wo rl d ’s re s o u rc e s . I t
should come as no surprise that Hickey describes
his wo rk ,a p p a re n t ly without iro ny, as an ex a m p l e
of ‘ s u p p ly side’ aesthetics (‘I’m a consumer. I ’ m
a rguing for the consumer’s side of the tra n s a c-
t i o n .’ ) .8 The difficulty comes when Hickey wa n t s
to argue that art can be something more than a
M a t i s s e - l i ke ‘mental soother’ for the tired bour-
geois softwa re magnate. This re q u i res a ra t h e r
confusing narra t ive about viewe rs being seduced
by the visual beauty of a wo rk of art, o n ly to fin d
t h e m s e l ves (inadve r t e n t ly ) , identifying with a ra d-
i c a l ly different subjectivity (Mapplethorpe's ‘ X ’
p o r t folio wo rk is the example typically used here ) ,
w h i ch they will then come to appreciate (or at
least tolera t e ) . H e re our (inhere n t ly progre s s ive )
‘ d e s i re’ is used to police our (inhere n t ly defensive
and prejudicial) conscious re a s o n . Th u s ,H i ckey ' s
claim to speak on behalf of the hapless viewe r,
overwhelmed by the patronising and judgmental
hectoring of ‘ a c t ivist’ art, is somewhat disingenu-

o u s . It is not desire for its own sake that he advo-
c a t e s , but desire as a tool to correct or libera l i s e
our perception of differe n c e . Whether the viewe r
is seduced or assaulted the underlying function of
the wo rk remains essentially pedagogical and
o r t h o p a e d i c .

H i ckey, and fellow trave l e rs such as We n dy
Steiner and Peter Sch j e l d a h l , cast themselves as
the embattled guardians of ‘ experience’ over ‘ d i s-
c o u rse about ex p e r i e n c e ’ , the irre f u t able ev i d e n c e
of the senses over the ab s t ractions of theory. Th e
assertion of beauty and pleasure as the only legiti-
mate basis of an art experience and the re a c t i o n
against theory (which is seen as contaminating the
purity of that experience) coalesce around the
t roubled fig u re of the indiv i d u a l . The artist (as an
ex e m p l a ry individual) becomes the final bunke re d
outpost of resistant subjectivity against a whole
a r ray of ab s t ract cog n i t ive fo rc e s . The somatic or
sensual experience that they register thro u g h
their wo rks is understood as having an inhere n t ly
p rogre s s ive political powe r, constituting a pre -
social domain of personal autonomy and virtual
p l ay. This is part of an essentially conserva t ive
yearning for the plenitude of the real; the unmedi-
ated access to the wo rld that we can ach i eve only
by listening to the truth of the body. S ch j e l d a h l
claims to re c og n i ze beauty on an almost ‘ b i o l og i-
cal’ level: ‘Beauty makes me awa re of my brain as
a physical organ… My shoulders come dow n .’
Steiner is confident that ‘ we will not be led into
fa s c i s m , or ra p e , or child abuse through aesthetic
ex p e r i e n c e ’ .9 The individual body is thus immu n e
to the effects of history, p owe r, and the totalising
d r ive of re a s o n — t h rough the body we intuit the
intrinsic rightness of things; a ‘rightness’ that is,
by implication, both aesthetic and ethical. In her
book The Scandal of Pleasure Steiner divides the
wo rl d , ro u g h ly, into art critics and artists who
‘ l ove’ art on the one hand, and ‘the wo rld’ or ‘ t h e
p u b l i c ’ , on the other. All criticism of art that does
not accept its a priori value is dismissed as a pro d-
uct of a philistine know-nothingism driven by a
fundamentalist fear of the subve rs ive (and inher-
e n t ly progre s s ive) power of the visual image.1 0 O f
c o u rse this simplistic partitioning off of the body
and the mind, the visual and the tex t u a l , on the
basis of a Manichean division between domination
on the one hand, and freedom on the other, is not
without its political liab i l i t i e s . S t e i n e r ’s re f e re n c e
to fascism is particularly striking in this re g a rd ,
considering the Nazis’ adroit handling of the
somatic and the sensual; the appeal to ‘blood’ and
the galvanizing effects of light, c o l o r, and music in
political ra l l i e s .

In Hickey ’s account the marke t , far from gener-
ating inequalities and encouraging the creation of
wo rks that appeal primarily to we a l t hy collectors ,
is actually the most perfect mechanism for distrib-
uting rewa rds and determining merit in the arts:
the more effective ly you deliver ‘ p l e a s u re’ to the
v i ewer the more successful your care e r.
U n ive rsity art schools and public art funding dis-
tort this ‘ n a t u ral’ mechanism by allowing yo u n g
artists to develop their wo rk independent of mar-
ket fo rc e s . It constitutes a kind of we l fa re or affir-
m a t ive action for those artists who can’t otherwise
compete in the pleasure derby of the gallery
s c e n e . As I noted at the beginning of this essay,
one of the chief effects of the expansion of the
n o n p ro fit artists’ space move m e n t , and of the
growth of MFA progra m s , was to bring some
greater dive rsity to an art wo rld that for decades
had been ruled by a re l a t ive ly small coterie of
N ew Yo rk dealers ,c u ra t o rs and collectors ,a n d
their ‘ s t ables’ of (nearly all white, and mostly
male) artists. And it was pre c i s e ly a desire to sep-
a rate themselves from the Antiques Roadshow
mentality of the art market that led artists to
e s t ablish non-pro fit exhibition spaces in the firs t
p l a c e . H i ckey provides the comforting assura n c e
that all those annoying artists during the 1980s
and '90s who raised questions about racial priv i-
lege and sexual re p re s e n t a t i o n , or who ch a l l e n g e d
the cosy commodification of the gallery system,
we re re a l ly nothing more than mean spirited
w h i n e rs who failed to ‘test the magic of the mar-
ket place’ (to use one of Ronald Reagan’s favo r i t e
ex p re s s i o n s ) . All that ‘bullshit about social
p owe r ’ , as painter and critic Je re my Gilbert-Rolfe

has so eloquently written, was simply a distra c t i o n
f rom the deeper truth of artistic beauty.1 1 By now,
‘beauty’ has joined ‘the body’ as one of the lead-
ing intellectual conceits of the new millennium.
One can hard ly swing a dead Fre n ch theorist with-
out encountering another confere n c e ,a n t h o l og y
or exhibit devoted to one or the other of these
t h e m e s . H i ckey and his cohort are the well estab-
lished heroes of a generation of young artists
eager to enjoy a Tribeca loft or a Malibu beach
house free of the nagging whispers of an unhappy
c o n s c i e n c e . As we contemplate a return to the art
wo rld Hickey has lost, we would do well to re c a l l
that the beauty he evo ke s , not unlike the patrio-
tism that surrounds us today, is something to be
felt rather than questioned. This is an equation
we may yet come to re gre t .
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