Julian Stallabrass is an art critic and a lecturer at the Courtauld Institute.  In 1996,  his sharply critical book on Young Brisith Art, High Art Lite made him a somewhat notorious figure in the UK’s contemporary art scene. Since then Stallabrass has published several more books, including one on internet art and one on the globalization of contemporary art (Art Incorporated, 2004).

Stallbrass’s criticism is tightly connected to his radical politics and Marxist theory.  This hasn’t kept him from attempting to bring debates on contemporary art to the into the mainstream, as frequent to the New Statesmen and the Evening Standard.  He talks here with Alix Rule about activism, the internet and what’s good and bad about Banksy.

AR:  High Art Lite aroused a lot of strong reactions from the art world – in the new edition you claim that these didn’t really respond to what you had to say.  What exactly was your critique –was it about the system that had made the yBa’s work so successful, or was it about the quality of the work itself?

JS: The book looked at how the yBas had successfully courted a new audience for contemporary art through using the mass media. They were forced into this by the hibernation of the commercial art world in the recession of the early 1990s. The book argued that the yBas didn’t take seriously enough the new audience they had garnered, and one reason for that was their continued attachment to the old art-world elite. 

AR: You think that Young British Art was lacking in critical ambition?

JS: The yBas – different as they were from one another – against the background of conservative cultural policies offered a critique in that they were evidently contemporary, albeit in a rather backward looking sort of way – you know, playing with punk identities and their nostalgia for 70s TV.  It was manifestly contemporary art – and broke with other episodes in British art, which had tended toward hippie communing with nature , neoexpressionist painting and conservative sculpture.  So it was a definitive break, and there was a lot really good about Young British Art in that sense.  But it offered no positive vision for moving on from its negative critique of the art world – All it offered was an enjoyment of our own degradation.  That was the entertainment and the provocation of that work.

AR: What do you think that good art should do that the yBa’s work didn’t?





Banksy, naked man image on the wall of a sexual health clinic 1 Park Street, Bristol
JS: If art is too much governed by its exposure in the mass media it becomes like any other form of mass culture.  And there’s a lot of Young British Art which was very much influenced by advertising – and looks like and operates like advertising.  You could say the same thing about Banksy, I think.  And, if your art is like that… why do art really?  

AR:  So, art should be critical  - or even activist - in the that it doesn’t just feed people back material that they can recognize from pop culture?

JS: I think that it’s historically variable. Adorno and Greenberg argued that art should hold itself separately from mass culture, and defend its own purity and complexity against the vulgarization and blandishments of kitsch.  And there are certain circumstances where I think this may be the worthwhile tactic… But I’m not sure that that was necessarily true in the 1990s and I don’t think it’s necessarily true now.  

It’s funny in a sense because so much of culture is becoming instrumental to the state and business.  And yet the art world pretends that it operates in this zone kind of freedom and openness which exists independent of mass culture.  And so now the best tactic for art may be to press on that contradiction.

AR: I promised I’d ask you some questions about Damien Hirst’s personal collection, Murderme, which is up at the Serpentine right now. 

JS: Well, it’s a big collection, for one thing.  Some of it Hirst will have collected himself, but others of these works will have been given to him by his friends – the Angela Bulloch pieces for instance. And some of his friends – and Bulloch’s a good example – are a lot more interesting than others.




Angela Bulloch, RGB Spheres (2004) © Engholm Engelhorn Galerie/Angela Bulloch
AR: As you say there’s a lot of work that’s not by Hirst’s yBa contemporaries – including some work that’s relatively new to galleries.   You mentioned Banksy – what’s your reaction to seeing his work in the context of this show?  

JS: Well as far as graffiti entering the gallery, it’s  not the first time this has happened, I mean there was a whole wave in the 80s, 90s – Keith Haring, Basquiat - who found success in the gallery and pursued graffiti practices.  There are plenty of examples too of graffiti artists who have transferred their work to canvas.  It seems to me that when that happens, the most interesting aspects of graffiti get stripped away. There’s the particular relationship to their environment that graffiti has when it’s on the street.  Then there’s the issue of collectivity; and it’s not just crews working together, but that graffiti is a highly competitive practice. There’s a lot of painting over, so what you see is often a palimpsest.  And then besides that, graffiti is temporary.  When those things are stripped away, you get a rendition in graffiti- style.  Which is only interesting to see because you realise all that is missing…

Banksy is interesting as someone who’s made his name through these dubiously legal interventions in public space – and has embraced the gallery world and been embraced by the gallery world.  If you read fan magazines of graffiti, there’s a lot of antagonistic material there about that world, and I guess Banksy doesn’t feel that.  It may be that his lack of antagonism is connected to Banksy as an individual pratictitioner –he’s certainly elevated himself as a brand.

AR:  He’s also someone who’s made his name by making work that’s politically confrontational – here’s work that’s explicitly critical in its original context.  What do you think it does to these images to see them next to the yBa’s work?

JS: Well, if we look at, for instance, ‘Can’t beat the feeling’ –the worry that I have about this kind of work is that it’s something that you get immediately, just as you get an advertisement.  And the image is so recognizable partly because it’s so familiar.   When Phillip Jones Griffiths covering the war in Vietnam in 1971 said that what the Americans are doing there is making the place safe for business – thereby destroying the country, then that was quite a new idea.  And when Kubrick presented the same idea in the last scene of Full Metal Jacket, it still had some salience.  But [in Banky’s piece], especially in the way it’s presented, it’s a very well-worn message.  I think there are things that we need to say about the current American interventions which are distinct.  And maybe we need to find new ways of doing that.

AR: Well, some would argue the problem with the political reaction to the war in Iraq isn’t mainly that we need to say sorts of things about American policy, but that people need to be mobilized to act on these kind of criticisms.  And that Banksy’s work resonates with a group of people who otherwise wouldn’t be politically engaged.

JS: I wonder how much it appeals to those people who aren’t already convinced.  And I wonder if even for those people if the images are a spur to action.  

AR:  Do you think the fact that work like Banksy’s exists in the gallery now changes the work that’s on street?

JS:  Yes, I think it does.  It becomes public in a different way – an official and legal one. That elite recognition reflects back on the street work.

AR: You’re very interested in internet art – which so far has resisted the gallery.  

JS: Yes, mostly.  There are some exceptions.  In the early days Nick Crowe did a whole series of drawings of webpages, cut into glass and displayed against the wall so they cast a shadow.  It made a very beautiful gallery piece.  Other artists have done things that involved getting people to send information over the internet and displaying it in galleries.  But you’re right, it’s been largely unsuccessful.
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Nick Crowe, Operation Telic (2005/06)

AR:  Is that why you’re interested in it?

JS: Partly, yes [laughs].  I mean, in the mid 1990s, at the height of the yBa phenonmenon there were some very interesting internet artists here – such as Heath Bunting and Rachel Baker and Nick Crowe and others – who were making this extraordinary work, which is political in a much more interesting way than Banksy is, I think, and highly sophisticated, and in some ways accessible to the people who came across it – those people who were reasonably clued up on computer matters and conceptual art and all the rest of it. 

AR: Could you talk a bit about the work itself?

JS:  A good example would be a work that Heath Bunting did at Banff – where he simply set up an email system where all the postings were anonymous, and he published the results on his website.  What he did there was just to open up a space where people could talk freely without fear of retribution.  And you know, you got a whole sort of range of postings about the gallery hierarchy in terms of the works shown, about the politics of the space and so on.  There’s some affinity between Net Art and graffiti art, particularly work like Bunting’s – in its temporary character, in the way it might be hacked or altered by others.

AR: What do you think the difference is between this kind of art work that you’re interested in –  the piece you just described, for instance - and social activism?

JS: Well, that’s a very interesting question.  Often with such pieces, they do not declare them as art, and some of the people who created them have been very reluctant to call themselves artists.  You often find a lot of similarities between these works and Reclaim the Streets, for instance, which draw on older art tactics – performance work and installation work,– which are besides being cultural manifestos are directly useful politically.  There’s quite a lot of internet art that has that dual role too, and that’s not an accident.  A person goes into a gallery and  everything about that gallery - the architecture, the labelling, the kind of deportment that’s expected of you - point you towards an object which may be very ordinary. If you saw it in the street, you wouldn’t think twice about it, but you’re now being told that you have to pay special attention. It’s very interesting to think about what art could be without these safety nets.
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Reclaim the Streets, Reclaim the Future No. 5 event © RTS
AR: You said before that art today would do well to set itself a goal of highlighting the difference between our ideals about freedom and creativity and the market-driven ways we experience art.  But I wonder about how effective we should demand the art itself be at doing this.

For instance at the Tate modern, the people who clean the building where these very expensive works are shown are paid very poorly, and are demanding a wage that will allow them survive in London. Surely we’d do better to support the cleaners at the Tate than to worry about the content of the art if we’re worried about social impact? 

JS: Well, I don’t see a reason to choose between those activities.  It’s great to support the cleaners, obviously.  There’s sort of a broader issue there, though: Tate itself is a highly branded and successful business, and it has forced to become that   because of the history of government cuts which originated with Thatcher – but its financial status is continually beleaguered and insecure.  So in a way, though I don’t agree with them not paying their cleaners very much money, I understand why they do it.  We should ask ourselves what the museum could do with more money.  One thing it could do is pay its staff better; another thing it could do would be to create a space that was not a commercial space.  If you look at the Tate’s products, its publicity material, the way they control the press, and even the interpretive material in the show – it’s now all governed by branding.  The space itself is not something that’s separate from mass culture, despite the art propaganda that would say that it is.  If we want a genuinely different space, then the taxpayer has to pay for it.  As well as decent wages for the cleaners.

AR:  I suppose I’m trying to get back the difference between the role of art today and the role of social activism.  For the price of a relatively inexpensive work in their collection the Tate could give all these cleaners a decent wage.  And it could hence set a industry standard among cultural institutions in London – as was done in the banking sector. And that could be the “work” – of social activism or art – my question is what’s the crucial difference?

JS:  One could imagine a work in which that was done for a year – an artist might go into the Tate saying we’ll raise money to pay these people decently for the length of time of my residency, and that would then become the work.  Why would it then be accepted as a work, rather than just a decent move to make, or even a publicity friendly move to make? Because that would become a work that becomes part of the individual artist’s oeuvre.  And so it’s very much to do with that official naming process.  The art world is constitutionally individualist.  And a lot of interesting internet art has played with collective identities and anonymous identities.

AR: And you’re quite critical of that individualism.

JS: Well, there’s a certain paradox about it.  All these injunctions to be rebellious, be different, be nonconformist are now official instructions.  And they’re matched by the culture industry generally.  In the art world, there’s semi-industrial production.  There are far more art students now than there ever were, and all of them are urged: go off and be different from everyone else, all of you!  There are artists who have played on this more or less intelligently.

AR: If the internet art that you’ve been talking about is ‘high’ net art – what about ‘low’ net art, the stuff that gets posted on YouTube, for instance.

JS: This touches on one of the interesting things about Banksy- in a way his position in the art world is to do with his popularity among large numbers of people, and that’s unusual – usually art that becomes successful is prized highly by only a few people.  So there’s something interesting going on with the YouTube phenomenen, though it’s so new that it’s hard to tell what it amounts to.

AR: What about websites that work on roughly the same principle – like the Saatchi YourGallery site where this interview will be ultimately posted - that allow artists to display their own work?
[image: image4.png]how your art to the worlk

hitp://waw saatchi

alley.co.uklyourgallery/

heath bunting banff - Goo.

-] @ search -

(A

2] Saatchi Online - Show

Done

SAATCHIONLINE
aRTisTS.
SPONSORED BY
@ CLEARCHANNEL

4 NEW SENSATIONS
2009 CHANNEL4 TV
PRIZE AND EXHIBITION
FOR SAATCHI ONLINE
ART STUDENTS

SAATCHI ONLINE TV &
DAILY MAGAZINE

\VIEWS, REVIEWS,
PREVIEWS, ARTISTS"
|VIDEOS, FILMS OF
|ART OPENINGS,
INTERVIEWS, YOUR
BLOGS, YOUR VIDEOS,
|ART NEWS UPDATED
EVERY 15 MINS.

B+ € Bookmarks

5 Check + ] Autofil - 4 (@ ssstchi (@], yourgallery

HOME PAGE

SAATGHI ONLIN

SHOWCASE YOUR ART TO THOUSAND:
OF VISITORS EVERY DAY

REGISTER HERE TO DISPLAY YOUR WORK | EDIT YOUR WORK AND GET MESSAGES

Search Artists by Name:

Or click here for full listing: ARTISTS A7

SAATCHIONLINE ~

o
B
L

The order that artists appear is random and changes regularly. The most
recent entries or edits go to the top, until the next random re-shuffle.

Artists who are currently online are displayed with a flashing icon which
other registered Saatchi Online users can click on to chat.

&+ Osignin -
A v B v @ v [ Page v & Tooks v

AJITIVO IHOLVVS FHL

VIDEO
ARTISTS
VIEW

HERE

& RESTAURANT

@ Intemet | Proected Mode: On

Al Rule [Compati.




Screenshot, Saatchi Yourgallery Online

JS: Well the Saatchi site is an interesting place to see the effect of the industrial production of art students. There are thousands of these people out there, generations on generations of them stacking up, with little prospect of showing their work – so in a way the internet can provide an opportunity for them.  Though they’re kidding themselves if they think its any less difficult there to make a mark than in the gallery world.  The interesting side is that one of the things that the art world has been good at counting numbers of people going into exhibitions, and thinking about how much money’s being made.  But in terms of the experience that people are getting when they visit the Tate Modern for instance, there doesn’t seem to be any way of measuring that.  So what these sites do in terms of social networking is to start to build some of the networks of feedback back in.  And I think that that is absolutely fascinating, actually.  And it might be that most of the people who post to the Saatchi site are not people who have any gallery representation at the moment.  And some artists who already have representation might find that way of creating reputations a useful adjunct to what they already do.

AR: Why do you think that the Saatchi site commissioned an interview with you?

JS:  There are a number of occasions where I’ve been asked to do things – write for artists catalogues, or sit on panels or attend conferences - where the fit has seemed a bit strange.  And I usually do these things because I think it’s an interesting opportunity to try and say something that wouldn’t normally be said in these spaces. But at the same time I feel ambivalent about them, and know that it might be used as a sort of critical tribute to leaven an otherwise conservative operation. 

