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The term ‘criticism’ is fairly reputable but with the prefix ‘art’ ceases to be. This might be thought to be connected to art criticism’s close connection to the mechanisms of an increasingly large and vulgar market, being tied to the manufacture of hype, but its lack of reputability is old (think of Empson’s steady iron hard jet of nonesense), and the term seems more sullied than comparable practices in other areas where there is certainly the same association with a market—‘film criticism’ or ‘literary criticism’, for example.

Perhaps that lack of reputation is due to what some critics would see as the area’s greatest virtue: the fundamental lack of clarity, or ‘undecidability’ of its objects, statements and judgements, and of any empirical knowledge of the way art objects act on viewers. For Whitney Davis, such undecidable matters require ‘our speculative, theoretical and critical reconstruction’, and surely the allure of such work is connected with that of the act of creation itself, being the promise of unbounded and unalienated labour. Michael Newman makes a connected point, asserting that aesthetic judgement is on principle groundless, and that part of its purpose is to highlight its own groundlessness.
Frequently, though, art criticism’s overt lack of grounding is seen as the sanction for the spinning of partisan writing in the service of an industry in which what counts as ‘art’ is decided by institutional fiat, in which the worst forms of mystification are applied at all levels (from the idiocies that are frequently found in newspaper and art magazine writing to the higher level intellectual bullying and invocation of theoretical authorities in academia). At its best, this partisanship is at least overt: Boris Groys and Irit Rogoff in different ways see themselves as developing critique in partnership with suitable artists. Both Davis and Newman make remarks that demonstrate their understanding of the force of such critiques, talking respectively of the way in which a pliant ‘criticality’ may end up serving the principles of neoliberalism, and of how an apparently high-minded, disinterested criticism is of more use to the market than lower forms of publicity.
The circularity of the discussions, which always seem to be returning to first principles, demonstrates the equally ungrounded character of knowledge about art criticism. At first sight, this may seem to be because two incommensurate discourses have been jammed together: the publicity-driven journalism of the newspapers and art magazines, and the products of academia. Yet more unites them than may be imagined: in each there is a decline of overt judgement (as Davis notes); or one might say that what judgement does appear is performed through various types of celebrity persona—that it is not the judgement itself that readers are meant to take seriously and act on, but rather that the performance itself is enjoyed, whether it be the light irony of Hickey and Collings or the baleful pessimism of Buchloh or the postmodern affirmation of Danto. In both, too, the ideal of the indescribably complex viewer facing and realising itself in the similarly complex work is faithfully held to. Thus the various attractions to art criticism of psychoanalysis and theories of vitalism (which Groys rightly mocks in his discussion of Deleuze).
Two dark clouds, rapidly approaching, threaten the clear skies of this idealism. That such mystification can be held to is in part governed by art’s exclusivity, its narrow band of elite ownership, its display and conservation in hallowed institutions. Such conditions were brought about by art’s rarity and exclusivity, but as artists increasingly move into reproducible media, the ground of such restrictions comes to appear more visible and arbitrary. The many fans of the Barney’s Cremaster series cannot buy DVDs of the whole films in HMV, but copies circulate on peer-to-peer networks. If art becomes more widely owned, more regularly seen, and seen in uncontrolled circumstances, the liberties currently allowed critics may come to seem absurd when tested against the detailed and practical knowledge of that public.
The other cloud is the precipitate development in knowledge about the human brain, opened to detailed scrutiny from the 1990s onwards by new scanning techniques. The highly modular character of many brain functions undercuts faith in the bases of what passes for thinking about the mind in art criticism. As empirical knowledge is acquired about the way humans respond to works of art, there will be two effects: first, a falling away of the idealist faith in the ungrounded and ungoverned response; and secondly, a greater awareness on the part of viewers in how they are worked upon by works of art, and with it at least limited means for assent or dissent.
