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I used to write art criticism quite regularly. It was attractive as a way to formulate my thinking about works of art, to help shift or even create a set of opinions about an artist, to earn (a little bit of) money, and to have the enjoyment of honing prose against objects. I do it a lot less now, for reasons that will become obvious as this essay unfolds. But the primary reason was a developing discomfort with a presumption that appeared to underlie the entire practice: that the writer’s individual aesthetic responses should be of public interest.

Art criticism has long been a mix of exposition and analysis alongside the parading of aesthetic taste. Yet powerful factors have shifted the predominant weight to the latter. In the English-speaking world, at least, the first of these is the steep decline in journalistic standards. Newspapers, faced with declining readerships and advertising revenues, produce far more words to shorter deadlines and with fewer writers. In news stories, the result has been an increasing reliance upon unchecked information provided by news agencies and PR merchants, and the most absurd stories are run without demur.
 In newspaper art criticism, similar pressures prevail, as the market for art, particularly contemporary art, has grown rapidly, and with it the column inches devoted to the publicising of exhibitions, as deadlines have got tighter, and the expectation to produce text for online editions and blogs, as well as paper, grow. In the UK, contemporary art emerged from a cloud of near-universal disdain to achieve something like popularity just at the point when these institutional pressures strangled the nation’s tradition of elevated art criticism. The results occasionally shock even the jaded reader whose expectations have been lowered by long exposure to such ‘criticism’. This from the lead critic of a UK broadsheet:

If there was a death knell to modernism, it was at the point of collision of two of the 20th century’s most coveted modernist icons, the aeroplane and the skyscraper, on 9/11.

Such meretricious striving for effect, unworthy even of undergraduate writing, is woefully common, and generally passes without comment.

In the UK and the US, the situation with newspaper criticism is compounded by the intersection of this baleful writing with the cult of celebrity, not merely in the generally servile treatment of the famous artist, but in the expectation that the critic too should behave as though celebrity had been thrust upon them. In the UK, art’s rapid rise in popularity helped to propel its discourse into the style of those endless columns in which journalists’ fret about their lifestyle and consumer choices. Even little-known critics write as if their every aesthetic spasm is a matter of general fascination. The most famous mince across screen and page rather in the manner of celebrity chefs (though they are fewer and much poorer), and they are similarly allegorical figures who, tinged with tragic-comic pathos, must, upon pain of sullying their brand, perform predictably to reproduce their ‘opinions’ out of their robotic personalities. 

In all this, the individual sensibility of the critic is flaunted: a meeting of minds takes place between the artist’s sovereign subjectivity as embodied in their work, and the critic’s as expressed in their writing. Despite the abundant available evidence that both have become degraded and instrumental in that waltz of neoliberal propaganda and money-making that constitutes the contemporary art world, there floats over them the hardy ghost of old bourgeois values. Those values would have the reader think that the spectacle of that meeting should be the model for their own exercise of sovereign subjectivity before the work of art. The forbidden ground is any analysis of the sociological and psychological uniformities that govern the responses of art lovers.

Academic critics, for the most part, and certainly those who aspire to establish on the lecture circuit their own modicum of celebrity, are no freer of those conditions. Here, what is insisted upon is the fundamental lack of clarity, or ‘undecidability’ of art criticism’s objects, statements and judgements, and of any empirical knowledge of the way art objects act on viewers. While the language and function of academic discourse on art and that of the newspaper critics is strongly polarised in many things, they do at least agree on this.
 

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, and in which mystification is applied at all levels (from the idiocies found in newspaper and art magazine writing to the higher level intellectual bullying and invocation of theoretical authorities in academia). Here the outright and wilful mysticism of much postmodern theorising serves as the intellectual buttress for the defence of subjectivities that seem to thrive only in the engagement of an elite with its art. 

It is in this situation, then, that the public display of subjective taste in criticism should be questioned. To the extent that writing about art can work against the constraints of its own practice, and map uniformities of production and consumption, and examine their causes, it has value. But why should any adult find the endless parade of archly performed subjectivities interesting other than as sociological symptoms? 

In both academia and the newspapers, the ideal of the indescribably complex viewer facing and realising itself in the similarly complex work is held to faithfully. Yet two dark clouds, rapidly approaching, threaten the clear skies of this idealism. That such mystification can be sustained is in part built upon art’s exclusivity, its narrow band of ownership, and its display and conservation in hallowed institutions. Such conditions (as Diedrich Dierichsen has argued) have sustained a criticism that is far more subject to groundless judgement and theoretical whimsy than that for films or music in which consumer choices about ownership are centrally involved.
 As the basis of art becomes much more commonly digital and as very high quality digital reproductions can be made of much work that it not, the ground of such restrictions appear more visible and arbitrary. The point is not merely about mechanical reproduction (which, after all, has its beginnings in antiquity with cast sculpture) but with the wholly novel matter of distribution at a marginal cost that approaches zero. The many fans of Matthew Barney’s Cremaster series cannot buy DVDs of the entire films alongside Hollywood movies, but copies now circulate on peer-to-peer networks.
 The example is significant because it shows that with an artist whose work is limited by the art market but has wide appeal, enthusiasts will adopt the same technology as the file-sharers for music and film.
The challenge of file-sharing has yet to break over the art world as it has done over those industries, but the widening ownership of digital photoframes, and large, flat high-definition screens along with home networking systems is likely to change that. In the late 1990s, Bill Gates’s home, decorated with such screens which displayed high-resolution reproductions of paintings over a network, seemed the height of billionaire extravagance and technophiliac wonder. Now it is within the reach of many, and it may make a good digital file of a Van Gogh painting, say, into a marketable (and theivable) commodity. If art becomes in this way more widely owned, more regularly seen, and viewed in circumstances uncontrolled by art institutions, the liberties currently allowed critics may come to seem absurd when tested against the detailed and practical knowledge of its new 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. There is a double effect here, as the physical functions of the brain are uncovered in ever greater detail, and as computer simulations of human and animal behaviour reverse-engineer the mechanisms that may lay behind that behaviour. Already, computer programmes are used to analyse the common characteristics of successful tunes, and are used to judge the readiness of new ones for the market. Such programmes unearth common ground between popular pieces of music that human listeners would consider very diverse. Companies are researching the application of such techniques to visual media. These may come to be matched with programmes that ‘read’ pictures, classifying and decoding their elements, and in the process providing the means to talk about them in a more precise and technical manner.
 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 second, a greater awareness on the part of viewers about how they are worked upon by art, and with it at least limited means for informed assent or dissent.

Yet to believe that the effects of another wave of technological widening of art ownership and of knowledge about how art affects people would alone serve to demystify art criticism and deliver it from the effects of publicity would be naïve. It could, after all, be as plausibly argued that each widening of the art audience brought about a coarsening and vulgarising of art criticism, the height of which was found at its very origins, in Diderot, who wrote exclusively for the crowned heads of Europe. Those forms of criticism that cater to consumers in less peculiar markets than that of the art world are little more reputable than art criticism: pop and film criticism, for example, are hardly renowned either for their analytical rigour or freedom from hype.

There are, nevertheless, contradictions which radical art-writing may press upon: the widening gulf between the protection of the art market through the restriction of ownership (by editioning and other means) and the technological bases of art’s production, which are now often digital, and so capable of yielding endless identical copies which can be freely distributed. The myth of the sovereign artist, viewer and critic as against the increasingly and evidently instrumental character of the art works themselves, the branded spaces in which they are displayed, and the damaged and colonised subjectivities of those who look on. The ideal that the viewer breathes the air of freedom before the work of art, rather than being acted on by it, is deflated as the details of that action become more and more evident. Lastly, and most acutely, that increasingly urgent demands of catastrophic environmental and political circumstances collide with the luxury of holding to that old ideal, tarnished and ragged as it is. An art writing that bears on such issues will also revolt against the very foundations of art criticism, since a discourse that was founded on the sovereign and ineffable subject can hardly be expected to survive its demise.
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