




FRONTIER TALES 

When Robert Rauschenberg described the creative process as a collaboration between artist and material, he also proposed 
an argument for art as a game of  chance, one directed toward the production of  unforeseen results. Today, this experimental 
program has been largely discredited in favor of  increased artistic intentionality. Likewise, the progressive imperative of 
formal innovation has been replaced by a revisionistic impulse to investigate the mechanisms by which art has tradition-
ally functioned. While the ideal context of  art was once the stable and "neutral" environment of the laboratory, a space 
which in turn occasioned the disinterested contemplation of the object "in and of  itself" as an ideal viewing experience, 
the current standards of  production and reception have shifted the emphasis to the surrounding structures as the primary 
supporters of meaning. Among these, a concern for the market predominates. 

While artistic production remains partly ritualistic, i.e. magical, therapeutic, subversive, etc., it must also be commercially 
viable, that is, fulfilling a pre-existing desire in the marketplace. No matter how "permissive" the structure that finally 
accommodates these objects, the fact that i t  is capable of  translating every ritualistic gesture into exchange value tends 
to reduce the impact of  that gesture. The history of  artistic patronage has always been shadowed by conflict and 
compromise. One reading is likely to propose a progressive sequence of events directed toward an ever-increased freedom 
on the part of the artist to determine the form of  her/his practice. Another describes the same events as a series of  failures 
to resist the persistent threat of  co-option; the "system" is always victorious in its continuing ability to reproduce itself even 
through the signs o f  adversity. Over the last 30 years, we have witnessed the sudden disappearance and gradual reappear-
ance of  the art object. Of course, the anti-materialism of  the sixties and seventies was often played out on purely symbolic 
grounds, as the object was never actually negated, but only replaced by a variety of  deeds and documents. Throughout this 
period the market has demonstrated a spectacular resilience, adapting to even the most inhospitable conditions. To a 
critically oriented artist working today this fact may provide the only point of  stability in an otherwise absurd scenario. To 
reject the blatantly confrontational gesture in favor of  a strategy of  polite infiltration would seem to make perfect sense. 
Since the products of  artistic "originality" are particularly susceptible to the onslaught of  commercial interests, a truly 
resistant practice might assume a secondary position and fall one step behind the forms that are already extensive in this 
culture. Much current work can be characterized by the fact that it is presented as commodity first, or that it has been 
designed to operate by analogy to an array of  other desirable objects in the marketplace. Increasingly, the commercial 
circulation of  an artwork is also its content. 

Artist Raphael Ortiz once made a comment to the effect that, at some point in their career, every artist is faced with the choice 
of becoming either a general practitioner or a researcher in the field. Basically, the researcher is in charge of  revolutionizing 
the discipline, of  initiating the new forms and methodologies which the general practitioner subsequently converts into a 
standardized body of products and practices. This latter position is characterized by an attitude of  "professionalism" and 
an adherence to institutional thought. While such distinctions between individuals are fundamental to the well-being of, 
say, the medical community, they inevitably produce a condition of  animosity between artists. 
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In the art world, no biography is complete without an episode o f  rupture from the Academy, but as this institution has itself 
absorbed the "lessons" o f  the avant-garde, the break is always alreiJdy accounted for. A position o f  resistance is rarely 
adopted as a result of  a conflict o f  interests with the educational system, more often i t  is a direct outcome of  its influence. 
As the young artist is shuffled from the art institute to the gallery, her/his output is likely to be frozen at an early stage o f  
inquiry. The demand for professional performance often eliminates the possibility of  field work in the development of  a 
workable theory thus forcing its assumption as a "ready-made". In the words o f  John Smythe {from an article included in 
the Stecyk installation): "Professionalism tends to breed organized stagnation." While the statement was made in regard 
to the Skateboarding underground, i t  can also be applied to the art world. The danger being that even when the concept 
of  professionalism is used against itself, i t  continues to have a reinforcing and self-perpetuating function. It continues to 
propose itself as an absolute system and to exist at  the exclusion o f  every alternative. Since the work of  the artist is grounded 
in an existing order, "the new" can only be suggested through a metaphorical collapse o f  "the old"; as a possibility to be 
fulfilled later, i f  ever. While so many artists seem to be committed to Iesting the limits o f  an institutional dependence, there 
are others for whom art remains a vehicle and a means for proposing "a way out". 

In piecing together this exhibition we looked over a wide variety o f  cultural production - not only the galleries, but books, 
magazines, the music and film industries. We were interested in work that resists the homogeneity of  an international style: 
work with a particular regional significance and/or work produced for a specialized audience. We also spoke with artists 
about their "secret" projects, their collections, journals, etc. - work produced for private reasons and therefore not targeting 
the standard venues. The artists selected for this exhibition have in common their use o f  relatively conventional art materials 
and/or processes, and a persistent initiative to produce alternatives to the dominant cultural forms. By maintaining a 
connection to the initial desire that motivated their early output, they bring the skills o f  the schooled artist into historically 
unfamiliar territory. 

Until the voice o f  the author makes contact with critical discourse and until i t  is adapted to the standards o f  an historical 
dialogue, the work may not be granted an official pedigree. However, in this state i t  exercises a freedom unavailable to the 
institutional form. In order to accede to the position o f  high art, an object must demonstrate a certain self-consciousness 
and account for the problems that define its existence historically and at the present moment. By de-emphasizing a range 
o f  issues specific to art {by either embracing a mainstream market or by ignoring the issue o f  marketing altogether) these 
artists are freed up to make work that looks differently and addresses other issues. 

Jan Tumlir 
Kevin Sullivan 


























