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End Points, Turning Points
By Rikke Hansen

Recent years have witnessed an overabundance of “turns” - from the pictorial turn and the corporeal turn within cultural studies, to the ethnographic turn and the performative turn within art - enough to make anyone dizzy. Among these “turns”, which have replaced the avant-gardist notion of negation, we also find the so-called spatial turn affecting a wide range of disciplines. But what does it mean for an artist to think spatially, beyond simply arranging objects or paintings in a space? And how does one find one’s way through this turn towards “turns”?

In his 1940 essay, “Towards a Newer Laocoon”, the modernist art critic Clement Greenberg argues that each visual art form needs to define and refine itself with regard to the limitations of its own medium. As a result, the essence of painting is to be found in the two-dimensional flatness of the stretched canvas, and its evolutionary destiny is the non-representational language of abstraction. It follows from this that there is very little room for space in painting, whether this space is conceived as perspective or representation within the painting or as three-dimensional additions to the painting, as is the case in Robert Rauschenberg’s Combines.

Almost three decades later, the critic Michael Fried decided to expand and modify Greenberg’s paradigm in his essay “Art and

Objecthood”. According to Fried’s text, installation and performance are not proper art, partly because they comprise and combine elements from several art forms, and partly because they turn the exhibition space into a stage of sorts. The main focus of his attack is minimal art, which he describes as “theatrical”, to explain how such works are dependent, like theatre, on the presence of an audience to be complete. For Fried, as for Greenberg, the autonomous work of art is self-referential; its value is inherent and constant; that is how it sustains its critique. Minimal artworks, by contrast, borrow their value from their surroundings - a Carl André in the car park is simply a pile of bricks, to use Robert Hughes’ example; the work needs the gallery to justify its existence. The beholders, in turn, become aware of their own presence in or on the gallery-turned-stage. The avant-gardist work of art, the argument goes, should call for disinterested critical judgment, an aesthetic experience which brackets out everything that is not directly part of the work itself, such as the spectator’s embodied and situated experience. Neither Fried nor Greenberg deny that such experiences exist but claim that the purpose of art is to transcend them. Greenberg’s argument has taken a bit of a battering, especially from feminist critics, such as the performance theorist Amelia Jones; however, recent years have seen a revival of and renewed interest in his ideas. Also Fried’s essay has influenced contemporary art debates beyond and even against his intentions and it is difficult to find a reader on minimalism or performance which does not cite it as a key text despite his denunciation of the turn towards theatricality.

The search for the core of art is also a search for its origin, an examination of what remains when everything irrelevant has been stripped away. And as with all such pursuits, it is also a search for death; for what happens once this origin, this point zero, is found? Where do you go next? One of the most puzzling and paralyzing concepts for the student of aesthetics, fine art or art history, is that of the “end of art”. This theory of “ends” goes back to the German idealist philosopher G.W.F. Hegel’s lectures on aesthetics from the 1820s and its apocalyptic prognosis has shaped modern painting ever since Paul Delaroche exclaimed: “now painting is dead!” upon seeing a Daguerreotype, the predecessor of the photograph. Certain theoreticians, such as the Frankfurt School philosopher Theodor Adorno and the French literary critic Maurice Blanchot, have utilized Hegel’s claim and argued for an “unending erosion of the end” of art. Where Greenberg states that the destiny of advanced painting is to concern itself only with its own medium-specificity, Adorno’s version of artistic autonomy takes the form of Entkunstung, or de-arting, in which the artwork destroys its own basis by striving towards unintelligibility, becoming always more opaque. This is not simply a search for nonsense; the elements of the work are carefully ordered into a coherent whole, hence the claim to autonomy. In the posthumously published Aesthetic Theory, art is compared to fireworks; both, Adorno argues, are manmade constructions which regardless of their artificiality appear

as if they had entered the world by their own force. Blanchot introduces a notion which is both similar and different to Entkunstung, that of désoeuvrement, or worklessness. The essence of the work, he argues, is its lack of essence, its continual resistance to subordinate itself to a fixed concept. The work shares its space with death’s space because death presents us with the limit of our understanding.

What are we to make of the spaces in which art is said to have died: the galleries, the museums, which Adorno compares to mausoleums, and which, like art itself still refuse to go away?11 “The place where someone dies is not some indifferent spot”, Blanchot says, and the answer for several artists of the 1980s and 90s was to use the exhibition space as a medium in its own right, engaging in institutional critique, examining, in a largely anti-Greenbergian move, the discourses surrounding the display of art and working with the spaces between the works and their audiences. This is the movement Hal Foster identifies as the neo-avant-garde at the end of the 20th Century in his response to Peter Bürger’s influential Theory of the Avant-Garde. In this book, from 1976, Bürger claims, influenced by Adorno, that art, post World War II, has lost its criticality and is no longer able to transcend and negate its own status as art, to de-art itself. In a world where everything can be institutionally framed as art, where the distinction between art and non-art has been dissolved, Bürger pronounces the avant-garde dead. Foster begs to differ.

The current spatial turn within art is to some degree born from the phenomenological spatiality of minimal art and the discursive spatiality of institutional critique, but also exceeds what these tendencies or movements encapsulate. The problems about its definition are integral to its name, since to speak of a turn implies a “before” and an “after”, and thus prioritizes time over space. The focus on the temporal is fundamentally a modernist idea, since to be modern is to be not-old and to become modern is to push the currently modern into the past. This is why the history of modern art is the history of working through its successive “deaths”. My point here is that we are witnessing a transformation in the understanding of art which cannot simply be put down to one single trend but needs to be thought in the plural, not as a turn, but as multiple turns. To think spatially as an artist is not to abandon time (how would that be possible?) but to recognize space as the product of relations between things, of multiple inter- and intra-actions. In the words of geographer Doreen Massey: “without space, no multiplicity; without multiplicity, no space”. Furthermore, thinking spatially is to acknowledge that space is always under construction, thus inseparable from temporality, and that it is to be imagined “as a simultaneity of stories-so-far”. Space is no longer just the concern of the sculptor, nor is it simply the container of art; it has moved into the realm of painting as well, from which Greenberg banned it. Multiple, simultaneous stories meet in the image; sometimes they are sampled from photography, a visual form which due to its lack of essence escapes the formalist paradigm; sometimes, it is the uneasy marriage between painting and installation that constitutes its spatiality; and sometimes, it is the dissolution of the Figure upon and across the picture plane which creates a space in which everything is equally close and equally far.
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